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CHAPTER 1
PROBLEM
Autobiographical Background
I became a believer in Christ at a church-plant called Iglesia Amor Viviente
(Eng., Living Love Church) in Tegucigalpa, Honduras in the mid-1970s. That
congregation provided a life-changing discipleship experience for me based on spiritual
practices as well as hands-on mentoring. Eventually, this congregation also became a
powerful, multiplying, disciple-making movement in Honduras and to various locations
in Latin America and the USA. What was remarkable about this congregation is that
discipleship was not something one learned by reading the latest book on the subject or
by attending the latest workshop by a renowned author; it was an intensive life-on-life
experience between disciples of Jesus who were remarkably committed to one another’s
spiritual growth. In this congregation, discipleship happened very organically and very
intentionally. We instinctively knew that to be a disciple of Jesus meant not only
faithfulness in following Him closely in life, it also meant that we would intentionally
walk with other disciples in a communal discipleship experience. Without realizing it, we
were fully immersed in a dynamic disciple-making culture that would prove to be key in
producing a significant number of leaders who are now spread out serving the kingdom
of God in many parts of the world. Furthermore, the heavily entrenched disciple-making
culture that we experienced back in Honduras not only helped us grow as spiritually and
emotionally mature leaders, it also produced a Jesus movement in our city that would
eventually impact the whole country.
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Unfortunately, the story does not end there. About fifteen years into the process,
the original one-on-one emphasis for discipleship and disciple-making was systematically
replaced by a three-level, Bible-based curriculum experience that new believers and
potential leaders were required to complete in order to become “true” disciples of Jesus.
This more formal “discipleship” was offered in a classroom setting and was facilitated by
a “Master Discipler.” This individual was either someone with above average biblical
knowledge or a person who was part of the leadership hierarchy. Sadly for all of us, just a
few years after the new paradigm was adopted, the original missional impulse towards an
intentionally relational and mostly organic disciple-making experience in that
congregation gradually faded away, eventually coming to almost an absolute halt. A
different culture had slowly but surely replaced the original one, impacting this
congregation’s potential for exponential multiplication and expansion. The three-year
“discipleship” curriculum is still being used in that congregation today.
My wife and I came to the USA in 1994 as missionaries to be church planters and
to develop church leaders among Hispanic communities. In 2003, the New York Times
reported that, according to the USA Census Bureau, in that year Hispanics reached the
thirty-seven million mark thus surpassing African Americans with thirty-six point two
(Clemetson, New York Times online). On that year people of Hispanic origins became
the nation’s largest racial-ethnic minority group. Also, according to the USA Census
Bureau, by the year 2016, the Hispanic population in the USA hit the unprecedented
fifty-five million mark (about eighteen percent of the total population) making the USA
the country with the third-largest Spanish-speaking population in the world after Mexico
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and Spain.1 There are more Hispanics currently living in the USA than in all of the
Central American region (estimated in approximately 42 million people by 2012).
Furthermore, it is estimated that by the year 2060 the Hispanic population will reach the
119 million mark, about thirty percent of the projected total population.2 Finally, there are
currently more than 700,000 Hispanics living in the state of Virginia alone, including
some ten to thirteen thousand in Rockingham County and Harrisonburg City where I
live.3 As we can easily conclude, the Hispanic population is growing fast and strong in
the USA and so are their spiritual needs.
In the year 2002, I became part of the Mennonite Church USA. Two years later,
my family and I decided to move to Harrisonburg, Virginia so that I could join Eastern
Mennonite Seminary (EMS) for higher theological training. My chief goal at the time
was to get a better understanding of my theological Anabaptist roots, which had been
planted many years before by Edward King, the Mennonite missionary who founded
Iglesia Amor Viviente and ultimately lead me to faith in Christ.
I also came to EMS because the Anabaptist tradition names the notion of “Radical
Discipleship” (The idea that a true believer will follow Jesus closely and faithfully in life,
regardless of the consequences this action may bring upon his/her life) as part of their
spiritual heritage. In fact, in Harold Bender’s celebrated work The Anabaptist Vision, he
asserts “First and fundamental in the Anabaptist vision was the conception of the essence
of Christianity as discipleship” (Bender 20). Furthermore, Palmer Becker, a Mennonite
theologian, explains that “Anabaptist Christians affirm that Christianity includes beliefs,
1

Taken from USA Census Bureau
https://factfinder.census.gov/faces/tableservices/jsf/pages/productview.xhtml?src=bkmk
2
Taken from CNN Online https://www.cnn.com/2013/09/20/us/hispanics-in-the-u-s-/index.html
3
Taken from Pew Research Center Online http://www.pewhispanic.org/states/state/va/
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spiritual experience, and forgiveness. Particular emphasis is placed on following Jesus in
daily life. Anabaptist Christians will go so far as to say, ‘Christianity is discipleship’”
(Becker 33). After more than thirteen years as part of the Mennonite Church USA,
however, I have come to realize that for the most part there is not a significant push
towards intentional discipling practices or for the multiplication of new disciples of Jesus
within Mennonite congregations in the USA. The reasons for this to be the case are many
and complex.
Unfortunately, claiming a spiritual heritage of radical discipleship is not enough. I
completely agree with the Anabaptist tradition when they claim that Christianity is all
about following Jesus in life. In order to follow Jesus, one must learn to discern his voice
in the midst of so many other voices that call for our allegiance. It seems to me that
currently most Mennonite churches simply assume discipleship is a process that takes
place organically in the lives of people as they become part of the family of faith.
However, for true, effective, and multiplicative disciple-making to take place, a more
intentional approach would need to be implemented; neither discipleship nor disciplemaking happen just by chance!
As this research project will attempt to demonstrate, discipleship is totally
associated with learning how to listen to Jesus’ voice. For this to be the case, a disciple
will need to learn how to use the specific spiritual disciplines of individual and communal
prayer, devotional Scripture reading, and peer accountability. While other spiritual
disciplines could aid believers in the monumental task of listening to what Jesus is
saying, these three seem foundational to the life of any disciple who has ever claimed
Jesus as Lord and Savior throughout the ages.
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In great part because of my work at Mennonite Mission Network (MMN), the
central missional agency of our denomination, as Director for the Missional Discipleship
Initiatives (MDI) and also because of my involvement as Director for the Mennonite
Hispanic Initiative (MHI)4 through Virginia Mennonite Missions (VMMissions), I
decided to research in more depth while experimenting with best practices that could help
a local congregation nurture and sustain discipleship (faithfulness to following the way of
Jesus) and disciple-making (effective multiplication of disciples) cultures. Fortunately, I
was able to find in the current world-wide Missional Church movement a significant
number of resources that eventually became a central part of the MDI theological and
philosophical framework. This initiative was born, therefore, out of my personal passion
to study, explore, and implement an intentional-relational process that would guide
participating Hispanic churches in creating a much-needed discipleship and disciplemaking culture. The MDI is, then, the direct result of both my personal experience as a
church-planter and pastor for almost twenty-five years as well as of my research and
findings within the Missional Church movement for the last 10 years.
Statement of the Problem
An effective disciple of Jesus is perhaps the most distinctive and most important
life block in God’s kingdom. It is true that nowhere in the Bible do we find a direct
command to plant new churches. In fact, Jesus never gave us such directive. We do hear
clearly, however, Jesus’ imperative to go out and make disciples of all nations, starting in
our own backyard (Cole 50). It seems obvious, then, that if we are able to effectively
4

MHI is an initiative that seeks to provide leadership development to Hispanic Christian leaders
by offering them foundational theological education (mostly diploma and certificate level, sometimes
graduate level also) and mentoring. The final goal for MHI is to identify potential church planters in order
to plant a sisterhood of small, missional communities among Hispanics in Virginia.
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reproduce new and vibrant disciples of Jesus, the natural result would be the emergence
of new communities of faith where those disciples live the life of the kingdom together.
We would like to suggest here that a disciple of Jesus carries within him or herself the
DNA of God’s kingdom (a number of authors and practitioners such as Alan Hirsch, Neil
Cole, Mike Frost and others, have suggested, and I agree, that God’s kingdom’s DNA
could very well be: Love God, Love Neighbor and Make Disciples). In other words, the
kingdom of God grows and expands because faithful, effective, and fruitful disciples of
Jesus are bringing God’s reign inside of them, and that reality becomes evident to
everyone around them.
It is not a secret that the church in the Western world is in a steep decline. It has
been so for the last one hundred years. Today’s church is facing a crisis of epic
proportions due in part to a fundamental abandonment of the practices of faithful
discipleship and effective disciple-making. As the Barna Group stated in their report, The
State of the Church 2016, most Americans (seventy-three percent) report to be Christians.
The Barna Group considers a “practicing Christian” a self-identified Christian who says
that religion is a central part of life and also attends a religious service at least once a
month. After we apply these criteria (self-identification and practice), however, the
number of Christian Americans drops from seventy-three percent to around thirty-one
percent (Barna Group Online).
This is perhaps a more faithful reflection of the painful reality in the American
church as most mainline Christian denominations report a steady decline in membership.
A 2015 report, conducted by the Pew Research Center, stated that the percentage of
Americans who describe themselves as Christians fell about eight points—from 78.4 to
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70.6 percent—between 2007 and 2014. In the same period of time, Americans identifying
as having no religion grew from sixteen percent to twenty-three percent. Fifty-six million
Americans do not observe any religion, the second largest community after Evangelicals
(BBC Online).
It is clear that the lack of discipleship and disciple-making are not the only
reasons for the decline; Liberal theologies that infect the church’s identity and mission, as
well as the propensity of the church to conform to the world, are other important reasons
for the decline. Nonetheless, it is clear that these are perhaps the most important factors.
The fact is that most congregations simply do not see a need to emphasize the
discipleship task and the reason for this is simple: the undergirding assumption is that
discipleship happens as people participate in the life of the church. Churches seem to
believe that as long as people come to church and participate in what is prepared for
them, discipleship is surely taking place in their lives. Intentional disciple-making is
simply seen to be of no practical relevance in the local congregation. The type of
missional discipleship and disciple-making that this research is proposing seeks to
challenge the prevailing culture and the undergirding assumptions about discipleship
within most congregations in the West; including within Hispanic church circles.
The truth is that in most congregations, discipleship has become nothing more
than a program driven by the latest Bible curriculum, taught in a Sunday School session
or in a class for new converts. Instead, discipleship, as defined for the purpose of this
project and as we see it play out in the pages of the New Testament, is the process that
helps a believer develop both the character of Jesus (becoming more like who Jesus is)
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while also developing Jesus’ capacity for ministry (do the things that Jesus does) (Breen,
Building a Discipling Culture loc 80).
Furthermore, disciple-making, also as defined for the purposes of this research
project, is the learned ability that a disciple of Jesus develops to multiply his or her faith
so that another individual also becomes a disciple of His. Discipleship and disciplemaking should be an intentional process that is driven by the nurturing of personal
relationships with those around us. The future of the church rests upon her ability to once
again be able to reproduce disciples that not only strive to follow the way of Jesus but are
effective in multiplying the life of God unto others over and over again. Discipleship,
then, should be driven by a life-on-life formational experience; that is Jesus’
paradigmatic example!
According to Matthew 28:19-20, the Great Commission left by Jesus to his
disciples is to go out and make disciples of all peoples, teaching them everything that He
has taught us first. Jesus called his disciples to become dynamic fishers of men. In order
for them to be effective in their mission, however, they first had to learn how to faithfully
follow Jesus in their own lives. In doing so, they became leaders in a movement with
viral characteristics that would eventually change the world.
The book of Acts tells us the dramatic story of how the Jesus Movement that
originated in Jerusalem eventually traveled to Samaria, Judea, and the rest of the Roman
Empire. The world had never seen a movement spread with such velocity. The gospel of
Jesus traveled from person to person, from household to household, and from town to
town until it reached the end of the known world. In a very real way, it was as if the first
believers sneezed “Jesus is Lord, Jesus is Lord, Jesus is Lord!” over and over again, and
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the Roman Empire became infected by the gospel virus. As author Alan Hirsch says,
“The gospel, too, travels just like a virus. It is ‘sneezed’ and then passed on through
further sneezing from one person to the other” (Hirsch 211).
The word “disciple” or “disciples” appears 263 times in the New Testament
(NRVS). The word “Christian” appears only three times. It seems obvious, therefore, that
our mission is to go out and make disciples by teaching them to be obedient to Jesus’
words and to respond appropriately to the promptings of His Spirit which lives in us.
Oftentimes, however, we settle with making “Christians” of non-believers.
Unfortunately, this usually means that we are content with bringing people into our
fellowships without challenging them to grow from being mere believers into becoming
faithful, fruitful disciples of Jesus. Unwittingly, we invite people to become consumers
of the religious goods and services that we so willingly provide for them week after week
after week. Before they know it, believers begin to think that they, and not God, are the
main reason for our weekend gatherings. As Dallas Willard says in The Great Omission:
Rediscovering Jesus’ Essential Teaching on Discipleship, “we have generated a body of
people who consume Christian services and think that that is Christian faith.
Consumption of Christian services replaces obedience to Christ” (Willard 52).
As previously explained, discipleship is a process that involves two vital tasks:
faithfulness in following the way of Jesus in one’s own life and effectiveness in
multiplying the life of God that is within us unto someone else’s life. Both these stages
are crucial to the life of a true disciple of Jesus. Biblical discipleship, then, is only
complete when a faithful disciple of Jesus learns, in an intentional and relational way,
how to make another faithful disciple of Jesus. Once this cycle is in motion, the
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discipleship experience should be repeated over and over again until several generations
of disciples naturally emerge.
Therefore, in the same way that the first disciples of Jesus became effective
disciple-makers that brought the Jesus Movement in the first century to the ends of the
Roman world, local congregations today need to realize that discipleship should become
a vital part of their church culture’s DNA. For church leaders, the need to provide a
discipleship experience for everyone in the church should become an involuntary reflex
more than a cumbersome duty. Once again, a healthy, faithful, and reproductive disciple
of Jesus is the most fundamental life-block of the kingdom of God. This is the way the
kingdom of God is supposed to expand and grow: one disciple of Jesus at a time!
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this research project was to develop a coaching process for the
MDI Implementing Leaders. This process would actively engage them in an actionreflection experience where they could not only be part of a meaningful conversation on
what it means to be a church that is on mission but also experiment with hands-on
missional tools. Doing such will enhance their awareness of the importance of
discipleship and disciple-making in the life and survival of the local church body.

Research Questions
Research questions are helpful when used as guides from which we can develop
the necessary tools that will aid the data-collecting process. In order to accomplish the
purpose statement described above, tools based on the proposed research questions were
developed and used for gathering hard data from all participating leaders and churches.
The following three questions were used to direct this research:
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Research Question #1
What are the personal and congregational practices Implementing Leaders used
for promoting a culture of intentional-relational discipleship before the MDI intervention
process?
Research Question #2
What elements of the MDI intervention process were most helpful for
Implementing Leaders when seeking to establish a discipling culture within their local
congregations?
Research Question #3
How do Implementing Leaders plan to continue the learning journey towards
accomplishing a church culture change where discipleship becomes the center of their
missional activity?
Rationale for the Project
The following are the five most important reasons that validate this research
project’s existence:
A Steep Decline in Western Christianity
As explained above, the fact that Christianity has been in decline for several
decades now is not surprise to anyone. This is especially true in the Western Hemisphere.
The Roman Catholic Church, as well as most mainline denominations, have reported
meaningful losses in their ranks to a point where many are significantly puzzled about
what seems to be a grim future ahead of them. It is fascinating to realize that in North
America alone, there are more than 1,600 mega churches (more than 2,000 in weekly
attendance) (Bird, 2012 Profile of All North American Megachurches), yet the total
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percentages of people who claim to be actual believers is in sharp decline.5 This is
because having more mega churches will not solve our missional problem. Research
shows that most of the growth in such types of churches is due to transfer of believers
from one church to the next. In most cases, large congregations with exceptional worship
music, children’s ministries, youth programs, and a larger-than-life charismatic preacher
or teacher tend to attract significant numbers of people who are already believers; they
simply find smaller congregations less attractive than the ones described above. Smaller,
more traditional congregations simply cannot compete with the high-level, highly
professional scope of ministry that larger, well-staffed congregations can offer.
It is important to clarify that we do not have anything against the mega church
phenomenon; on the contrary, we do believe that these churches have the potential of
doing a lot of good in the world. The real problem with the mega church model, though,
is that it tends to perpetuate the individualistic, consumerist tendencies of the North
American culture, promoting the idea that the individual is the center of the universe and
everything else exists to satisfy their personal needs. The notions of “church” and even
“God” are not exceptions to this rule. Having said that, however, any church, regardless
of size, could become a mission-minded church.
The Christian denomination I belong to, the Mennonite Church USA, is not an
exception to the trend of declining church numbers. Mennonite sociologist and Pastor,
Conrad Kanegy, reported in his 2007 book, Road Signs for the Journey: A Profile of

5

According to the ARIS findings on self-identification that came out in 2008. This report clearly showed
that Christianity had declined 10% (to 76%) since 1990 where 86% of the population claimed to be
Christians. Since 2008, however, and mostly because of the renewed interest in the Missional Church
conversation, this trend seems to be reverting slowly (for this refer to Warren Bird and Ed Stetzer in their
book Viral Churches: Helping Church Planters Become Movement Makers).
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Mennonite Church USA, that MCUSA had as many as 109,000 members, a sixteen
percent reduction from the previous official member profile report back in 1989 which
showed a total of 130,329 members. Today, that membership has reached the all-time
low of about 79,000, a twenty-seven percent reduction in membership in the last ten
years! (Kanagy 49). Mennonites are not a rare exception among other mainline Chistian
denominations as the decline in the Western church seems to be a generalized
phenomenon. Something needs to change and fast!
A Case of Missional Amnesia
Today’s church of Christ seems to be plagued with missional amnesia. We have
forgotten that the gospel needs to be modeled in faithful discipleship in order to be
genuinely redemptive. Discipleship, however, is not just another program that we add to
the mission statement of the local church. Disciple-making is in fact the mission! We
need, therefore, to recover not only a language to communicate the gospel to the world
but also a way of embodying our faith in Jesus that brings back the active, movementbased DNA of the gospel as practiced and preached by the early church.
The argument that the MDI makes is that the church Jesus founded began as an
unstoppable movement of people intended to be a permanent revolution with immense
transformative power to change society at its core. This revolution possessed a missional
DNA with all of the resources needed for the task—the Holy Spirit, the intrinsic power of
the good news, apostolic impulse, etc. —for perpetual renewal season after season, year
after year, century after century, by keeping God’s mission at the core of its purpose on
earth. The time has come for today’s church to go back to the basics, back to embracing
and fulfilling its primary mission—disciple-making!
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In his book The Forgotten Ways: Reactivating Apostolic Movements, Alan Hirsh
tells us that our Christology (our understanding of who Jesus Christ is) informs our
Missiology (the church’s understanding of her mission on earth) which in turn should
inform our Ecclesiology (the expression the church needs to take in order to reach out to
those who are outside) (Hirsch 255). We strongly believe that Hirsch is right and that we
do well in framing the discipleship conundrum of the church in terms of it being
Missiological, Ecclesiological, and even Christological in nature.
It is Missiological simply because the church seems to be suffering from some
type of missional amnesia that hinders her capacity to find her sense of direction as she
tries to navigate the waters of an always-changing culture. It is Ecclesiological because
the mission of the church (discipleship and disciple-making) should be the organizing
principle that informs the way we are the church to the world in the first place. This
means that either we do church as something that happens within four walls and for the
benefit of those already inside, or we could be the church out there on the missional
frontier. Finally, it is also a Christological problem because it seems we have
intentionally decided to completely disregard the directives provided by the very Founder
of the Christian movement, Jesus Christ, our Lord and Savior! Jesus explicitly describes
the mission of the church as a sending (apostolic) one: “As the Father has sent me, so I
send you” (John 20:21), and “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing
them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them
to obey everything that I have commanded you” (Mathew 28:19-20). We find Jesus
explicitly commanding the church (meaning every disciple of Jesus) to go out! However,
we insist on focusing our attention and centering our actions around many other good
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things which, even though they are important and necessary, are not the main reason we
exist as the church of Christ
So many of our current congregations are tragically closing their doors because
they forgot that faithful discipleship and effective, multiplicative disciple-making are the
mission and purpose for being the church in the first place. These churches need to
remember that churches do not make disciples; disciples make disciples! Programs and
Sunday School classes don’t make disciples; disciples of Jesus make other disciples of
Jesus! Fifty-two sermons a year, no matter how eloquent and anointed the preacher might
be, do not necessarily make disciples; faithful, disciplined, and committed disciples are
the ones who make other like-mannered disciples.
The central issue here is that local congregations must either seriously engage in
operational, transformational, and reproductive disciple-making in an intentional,
relational way, or those congregations will eventually cease to exist. The very survival of
the church in the years to come depends upon her decision to re-activate and creatively
engage in this critical task once again.
Consumeristic Faith
Succinctly put, we need to find a simple, strategic process that effectively helps us
transition a new believer into a disciplined disciple in the Way of Jesus within a
reasonable time frame or else we risk that believer becoming a consumer of religious
goods and services for life. The quality of the spiritual life of the local congregation and
the fruitfulness of its ministry is significantly enhanced by the presence of disciples of
Jesus who possess a robust missional mindset. It has been said before the quality of a
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congregation is directly proportional to the quality of the disciples she is able to produce;
we believe this is exactly right!
In his book, The Next Christendom: The Coming of Global Christianity, Philip
Jenkins tells us that Christianity is alive and kicking, having migrated to the Southern
Hemisphere mostly by the influence of the Pentecostal movement (Jenkins 2). This fact,
however, does not necessarily mean that the expression of Christianity in the Global
South is a robust, healthy one. The fact is that many of the churches in Latin America that
were disciple-making and zealously evangelistic thirty years ago are today becoming
nominal and cold-spirited (as my personal experiences attest). Globalization has much to
do with this trend as Latin America follows US culture ever more closely. To make
things worse, the so-called prophets of the Prosperity Gospel are wreaking havoc among
trusting Christians everywhere. Sadly, the “prophets” of this type of distorted gospel have
convinced significant number of church leaders in the Global South of the idea that more
is actually better. “God is committed to give you all you need because you are one of his
beloved children,” they trumpet. This also helps explain the presence of more than sixty
megachurches in Latin America today with a new one birthed every four to six months
(Bird, Global Megachurches - World’s Largest Churches). In many of these
congregations, participants are just part of a faceless crowd. In many part of the Global
South, nominal Christianity, and not faithful discipleship, seems to be the new normal.
It is imperative, therefore, that the global church goes back to the basics, returning
to what Jesus taught us exceedingly well: To faithfully follow Him in life (even if this
means dying, either to self or literally) and to teach others how to follow after Him with
the same passion and commitment to the cause of the kingdom, imitating us along the
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way (as the Apostle Paul said in 1 Corinthians 11:1, “Follow my example, as I follow the
example of Christ”). We need to decide if we are going to use Jesus’ methods for
reaching out to the world or ours.
Preoccupation with Numbers as a Measure for Success
Unfortunately, the church leadership’s unhealthy preoccupation with numbers
oftentimes makes people believe that more is necessarily better. We totally disagree. For
instance, we believe that even when Jesus did spend time with the crowds, He was never
enamored by them. Jesus knew all too well that the time He had to fulfill his mission was
short. For this very reason, He dedicated his three years of public ministry to the task of
multiplying Himself within the lives of twelve disciples who in turn would change the
world. Some even argue that Jesus spent up to 18 months in retreat mode with his 12
disciples, particularly right after Peter’s recognition of His messianic mission.
We urgently need to realize that success is not about how many people we are
able to seat within our sanctuaries. Rather, our real preoccupation should be how many
disciples we are sending out on mission around our city, our state, our country, and our
world! In short, our local congregations need to understand that the kingdom of God is
meant to grow, to multiply exponentially. Following the example of the early Christian
church, local congregations need to learn how to multiply disciples, leaders,
congregations, and ultimately a Jesus movement within our immediate context. As stated
before, the MDI seeks to provide vehicles and missional practices that could help address
the lack of intentionality in the discipleship and disciple-making processes in local
congregations, specifically within Hispanic congregations which is the focus of this
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particular study. However, the need for this type of intentionality truly applies to
believers everywhere and of every people group.
A Misunderstanding of what “Missional” Really Means
We all want to have churches that are more mission oriented and that make a
difference in our neighborhoods. For some reason, however, we seem to believe that
being missional has to do with finding outlets for our church volunteers to do meaningful
service to the community. We tend to believe that it really is about connecting with the
local food pantry or soup kitchen where the homeless of our city come to share a warm
meal. Even while these are good things, this is definitely not the way to be missional. The
church is missional only if the types of disciples that she generates are on board with
God’s reconciling mission on this planet. There is nothing more missional than teaching
common believers how to become effective disciples of Jesus who also have mastered the
art of teaching others how to do the same. In a few words, there can’t be missional church
without reproducing missional disciples of Jesus!
It is not until we resolve once and for all the issues of real discipleship and
generative disciple-making (or lack of it) that the church will ever accomplish the sacred
mission handed down to her by Jesus Himself. We would do well in recognizing this as a
monumental challenge that keeps the church from becoming who she needs to become
and from doing what it needs to be doing in the world. This project seeks to try to
implement vehicles or catalyzers, namely Virtual Learning Huddles6 (VLH) and
Missional Discipleship Groups7 (MDGs), that could help give much-needed traction to
6

A virtual learning community of like-minded leaders seeking to advance the missional challenge
within their local congregations.
7
MDG’s are a modified version of Neil Cole’s Life Tranformation Groups (LTGs).
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the goals of nurturing a discipleship and disciple-making culture and inviting people to
actively engage in the ongoing Missional Church conversation in participating churches.
The MDI aims to help participating Implementing Leaders and their respective churches
take their first steps towards the development of a missional culture that puts discipleship
and disciple-making back in the forefront of the action.
In summary, I strongly believe that any leader or believer in the church who cares
for the future of the Christian movement on earth needs to pay close attention to this
matter, because, if we don’t, our final destination is ultimately extinction. It is written on
the wall! God does not have a “plan B;” we, the church, are the only alternative He has!
Definition of Key Terms
Since words such as “discipleship,” “missional,” and even “spiritual disciplines”
can have a number of different meanings depending on the speaker or context and also in
order to facilitate the reader’s understanding of our particular perspective in this research
project, we provide here a brief list of key terms. These definitions give meaning and a
sense of direction to our research project.
Hispanic/Latino
Since our human sample used for this study was exclusively Hispanic church
leaders, it is important to clarify who we are referring to here. According to the Migration
Policy Institute (MPI), the term Hispanic is a US Census category that includes Mexican,
Mexican-American, Chicano, Puerto Rican, Cuban, and people whose origins are from
Spain, the Spanish-speaking countries of Central or South America, or the Dominican
Republic, as well as people who identify themselves generally as Spanish, SpanishAmerican, Hispanic, Latino, etc., (Rumbaut MPI.org).
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Discipleship
The most commonly used word for disciple in the Greek New Testament is
mathetes: a follower, an apprentice, a mentee, a learner. These are some of the concepts
that go to the heart of what it means to be a disciple of Jesus. For the purpose of our
research here, we will use the words of Mike Breen, the founder of 3DM ministries, to
define the concept of a disciple:
A person who learns to be like Jesus and learns to do what Jesus could do.
Therefore, a disciple is someone whose life and ministry reflects the life
and ministry of Jesus. Dallas Willard puts it this way: Discipleship is the
process of becoming who Jesus would be if he were you (Breen, Building a
Discipling Culture 80).

In other words, a disciple of Jesus is someone who is learning to be like Jesus
(character) while at the same time learning to do the things that Jesus did (capacity for
ministry).
Disciple-making
For the purposes of this study, we are separating the concepts of discipleship and
disciple-making. Discipleship, as defined above, is merely about facilitating the process
(started by the Holy Spirit at the moment of conversion and continued throughout one’s
life) by which a person becomes like Jesus both in character and ministry capacity. On
the other hand, disciple-making, as defined for the purposes of this research project, is the
learned ability wherein a disciple of Jesus multiplies the life of Jesus within themselves
unto someone else so that this person also becomes a disciple of Jesus. This
multiplication process takes place both intentionally as well as relationally. As we define
these two concepts, we also want to make sure to avoid the familiar dichotomy between
evangelism and discipleship that is so prevalent in many Christian congregations.
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This distinction between evangelism and discipleship is puzzling. On one hand,
there seems to be a deep desire by many to reach out to their communities with the gospel
of Jesus, yet there is also significant hesitation due to a reluctance to be perceived as
trying to “sell” their religion to others who most likely are not even interested in
“buying.” For this reason, along with a whole history of enduring religious persecution,
most Anabaptists, for example, tend to settle for a less invasive approach that says “we
will let our actions speak louder than our voices.” This approach to the Christian witness
has labeled Anabaptists “the quiet in the land.” However, I submit to you that evangelism
and discipleship can actually co-exist.
It is the common belief that evangelism involves winning souls for the kingdom
whereas discipleship involves the process of teaching the new convert foundational
Christian doctrine that would eventually bring the individual to Christian maturity.
Evangelism is usually understood as the act of sharing the Gospel with someone else with
the purpose of offering an opportunity for “eternal salvation.” Discipleship, on the other
hand, is the process of establishing someone in the faith by means of Christian education
and active involvement in the life of the community of faith.
In The Great Omission, Dallas Willard describes the end result of this dangerous,
dichotomous approach regarding evangelism (or conversion) and discipleship (or
establishment). He suggests that in most American churches today, and because of the
practical divorce between evangelism and discipleship, there is a tendency to make
discipleship completely optional. Evangelism and subsequent conversion (coming to
Christ in repentance from a sinful life) is normally not followed up with intentional
discipleship because the goal is to help the new convert conform to our brand of
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Christianity. For this very reason, Willard suggests, “Vast numbers of converts
today…choose not to become disciples of Jesus Christ. Churches are filled with
'undiscipled disciples’” (Willard 4). Neil Cole also suggests, “We have committed an
illegitimate divorce! When we separate ‘evangelism’ from ‘discipleship’ we are
separating that which God has joined together!” (Cole 81). In fact, I believe that
discipleship actually starts pre-conversion, not after the fact, as we usually believe. Jesus
started the discipleship process with the twelve men he prayerfully selected even before
they realized that He was indeed the anticipated Messiah.
Therefore, the disciple-making process begins the moment we know or befriend
someone with the purpose of sharing the gospel through both an experiential form (with
no words involved) and through proclamation (sharing or articulating the gospel vocally).
In reality, we are making disciples all the time as we go through life in both word and
deed. This is the exact implication of the Greek statement that Matthew ascribed to Jesus
before going back to the Father: “poreuthentes oun mathēteusate panta ta ethnē” (or “as
you go out, make disciples of all nations”). This fundamentally means that we are to be
making disciples at all times, everywhere we go!
Culture
The word “culture” has been defined in the past in many different and helpful
ways. One of the most helpful for me, however, has been the one offered by Cameron
and Queen, experts in the organizational culture change field. For them, “the concept of
culture refers to the taken-for-granted values, underlying assumptions, expectations, and
definitions that characterize organizations and their members” (Cameron and Queen
505). Using this definition as a framework in this project, we will talk about a change in
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congregational culture where, in most cases, a culture of maintenance and lack of strong
discipleship habits will be replaced by one where disciple-making is priority number one.
Missional Discipleship
The word “missional” seems to be everywhere nowadays. Professor and author
James R. Krabill says it well when he writes:
The word missional in the English language has the capacity to get used,
misused, and abused until it means everything at once, and finally, nothing
at all. Our task as God’s people is to continually monitor our vocabulary
and to either reclaim important terms to their original intent or to replace
them with expressions of equivalent meaning…To focus and refocus the
term missional, we will need to return to the big project God is working on
and the role we are invited to play in it. (Green and Krabill 80)
During a church event I was participating in, somebody said: “Oh, how a hate this
word ‘missional;’ everything is ‘missional’ nowadays, even if nobody seems to
understand the meaning of the word.” When Professor Krabill, who also was
participating in this event, heard this comment, he gave what I believe to be one of the
clearest responses I have ever heard about the relevance of using the adjective missional.
His response goes this way:
Well…I happen to love that word! Basically because ‘missional’ here
works as an adjective that qualifies the word right after it giving it an edge
that the particular word would not have if written by itself. When one puts
‘missional’ before ‘church’ one is saying in a powerfully and
unapologetically kind of way, that this particular church does function as a
SENT (apostolic) one. Once the members of this specific church fully
understand this and, even better, strive to live it out in the world, this truth
fundamentally changes the whole mindset and everything else about this
individual church...trust me!

Our research study agrees with Krabill’s approach. When we write the word missional
before discipleship, we are actually saying that the kind of discipleship we are practicing
is one that goes beyond the scope of a maintenance type of mentality. When we use it this
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way, we are not referring to discipleship as class for new believers that we impart at the
local congregation on a Sunday morning or on a Wednesday evening. Discipleship does
not mean “let’s go to church on Wednesday night for our discipleship class.” Missional
discipleship involves a one-on-one, life-on-life kind of approach where people are
committed to walking with someone else no matter where they might be in life. In this
mindset, a more seasoned disciple of Jesus becomes accessible and available to someone
else, becoming a mentor, spiritual director, and discipleship model after the Way of
Jesus.
The missional form of discipleship (and I don’t really conceive of any other form
of discipleship that is biblical) is vital for the ultimate survival of the church. This
research study demonstrates that once pastors and leaders become intentional in
establishing a whole set of discipleship practices as well as a robust disciple-making
culture, churches begin to mature along with their disciples. Churches also tend to
gradually grow, in their kingdom influence as well as their numbers, as the disciples learn
to multiply and live on mission with God. Pastors who grasp the importance of the
discipleship task will be more purposeful in investing time and resources in developing a
culture where faithful following after Jesus in life is encouraged and celebrated and
where the intentional task of disciple-making is also highly valued. Being missional is
really all about remembering once again how a disciple of Jesus is made. If we truly and
effectively make disciples Jesus’ way, the church will never lack mission because a true
disciple of Jesus is always on mission!
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Missional Church
The Missional Church conversation has been ongoing for at least the past 30
years. A significant number of authors and practitioners have been consistently asking the
church to urgently go back to where everything began: making disciples of Jesus one
person at a time! In succinct terms, these brothers and sisters are trying to open our eyes
to the realization that even while Christianity has increasingly expanded to become a
global phenomenon over the last 300 years, in North America and most of the Western
world, Christianity has lost its cutting edge. North America has experienced a steep loss
not only in numbers but also in its capacity to influence society. Today, the USA is once
again an open field for missionary action.
For purposes of our research study here, we are borrowing significantly from the
Missional Church conversation mostly because this conversation focuses its attention on
effective and creative discipleship and disciple-making as one of the decisive factors that
can turn a decaying church around. We strongly believe that the Missional Church
conversation is the right one to have at this particular juncture in time. In a day where
divisive issues such as human sexuality, church membership, same-sex marriage, and
women in leadership positions are tearing local congregations and even whole
denominations apart, the Missional Church conversation could help all of us focus our
attention to more important issues, such as the missional nature of the church.
Missional Discipleship Initiative (MDI)
The MDI, as previously explained in this chapter, has as its main objective to
coach leaders of participating congregations in the process of developing healthy and
multiplicative disciple-making cultures. To fulfill this purpose, the MDI is introducing
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participating churches to discipleship vehicles and missional practices that are intended to
aid local leaders in the process of transforming their mostly maintenance mode,
consumer-oriented congregations into disciple-making congregations.
This initiative hopes to add an important element to the mission of local
congregations in North America today, specifically within Hispanic churches of the
Mennonite Church USA. This important element is nothing else than intentionality. As
stated before, discipleship only takes place when an intentional process is set in motion
that at its core includes high example and high imitation. In this process, a discipler walks
alongside one or two others with the sole intention of helping them follow Jesus the same
way that he or she does. The discipleship task includes the development of robust
spiritual disciplines that could aid the disciple-in-formation in training his or her spiritual
senses to hear Jesus’ direction for their life.
Following Jesus as a disciple is all about learning to hear His voice and about
acting accordingly in obedience. Jesus clearly expects to be heard and followed. Jesus
said, “My sheep listen to my voice; I know them, and they follow me” (John 20:27,
emphasis added). The Gospels are full of references to this very idea. One of the most
relevant of them is when Jesus talks about a man who built his house on sand in contrast
to a man who decided to build it on the rock. We usually interpret this to mean that Jesus
is praising those who build their destinies upon Him as the Rock, calling them wise.
However, the real heart of this story is in fact that “those who listen to my words and do
what I say” are to be considered wise because they not only hear, they also act on what
they hear (Matthew 7:24).
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Missional Discipleship Groups (MDGs)
Clearly, many churches use Sunday school or small groups as the primary method
for discipleship and for issues that require pastoral care. There are many good reasons for
using these types of groups, but their main purpose is to provide theological information,
a communal worship experience, or even for creating a sense of belonging. These groups,
however, do not offer a significant, life-changing discipleship experience. It is easy for
leaders in the church to assume that regular attendance or membership in either of these
types of groups creates spiritual growth. More times than not, this is not the case.
Conversely, many of these types of groups do not multiply; instead, they see evangelism
and discipleship as two separate entities as we have explained before. In summary, these
churches do not encourage disciple-making as a personal ministry to be embraced by
every believer.
Once again, Dallas Willard invites us to reexamine discipleship and disciplemaking in today’s church culture when he states:
So the greatest issue facing the world today, with all its heartbreaking
needs, is whether those who, by profession or culture, are identified as
“Christians” will become disciples—students, apprentices, practitioners—
of Jesus Christ, steadily learning from him how to live the life of the
Kingdom of the Heavens into every corner of human existence. (Willard,
The Great Omission 163)
Accordingly, the MDI suggests implementing Missional Discipleship Groups or MDGs.
MDGs are simply a group of two or three people of the same gender that meet on a
weekly basis for one hour and fifteen minutes with the sole purpose of experiencing
together a meaningful discipleship experience. MDGs meet any day of the week, at any
place, and at any time. When MDGs meet, they try to accomplish the following agenda:
Scripture reading, individual and communal prayer, and accountability to one another. In
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Chapter 3, we will offer more details about the MDG agenda and more specifically how
they help develop foundational, robust, and life-giving spiritual disciplines that help a
believer to walk on his or her own spiritual legs. MDGs are composed of a Facilitator, a
Committed person, and a New person.
The Facilitator
A Facilitator is someone who has been invited by the Implementing Leader (who
usually is the local pastor of the church) to facilitate a discipleship experience using a
MDG as a vehicle. This person has been invited by the pastor not because he or she is a
perfect believer and the epitome of what it means to be a disciple of Jesus in the 21st
century; rather, the Facilitator has been invited because he or she is also hungry for God
and has both the willingness and the time to facilitate this experience and walk with two
other people for three months. Being a perfect example is not a requisite for becoming a
Facilitator. Most people are ultimately not looking for a perfect example; they are looking
for an example they could follow. The Facilitator is the only person recruited by the
Implementing Leader.
The Committed
The Committed person could fit the profile of the majority of Christians in our
local congregations: A person who has been part of the church for many years, who
enjoys and actively participates in the life of the church, contributes financially to the
congregation, and in general seems happy with the mission, vision, and overall direction
of the congregation. However, this person is not currently actively involved in intentional
disciple-making. It is actually quite possible that this person has never been intentionally
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discipled themselves. The Committed person is invited by the Facilitator to participate in
the discipleship process.
It could be said that the Committed person has been invited to a hands-on learning
experience where the goal is for the individual to learn more about how to make disciples
of Jesus both intentionally and relationally. The goal here is twofold: First, the
Committed person will learn by the example of the Facilitator how to discern for Jesus’
voice and how to respond accordingly. Secondly, it is a clear expectation that the
Committed person will, eventually, repeat the same discipleship experience with
someone else. In a very real way, the Facilitator is teaching the Committed how to
disciple the New.
The New
The New person is someone that is either new to the congregation or, even better,
someone that has never been part of a church. This is a person who is not yet a disciple
but is hungry enough for God that they are willing to participate in this experience. The
New person is invited by either the Facilitator or the Committed person to participate in
their MDG. If this is a person who is new to the congregation and perhaps exploring
whether or not this is the place where he or she should be rooted, it is our hope that by
participating in the MDG experience this individual decides to commit to the church life.
If this person, on the other hand, is someone that is not a disciple or even part of the
congregation yet, our hope is that the discipling experience is powerful enough for this
person to decide to follow Jesus, following the example of both the Facilitator and the
Committed person.
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MDI Virtual Learning Huddle (VLH)
A MDI Virtual Learning Huddle is simply a group of three to five Implementing
Leaders who are actively implementing the MDI within their context. Together, the
leaders of these congregations are creating a learning community with the purpose of
offering each other emotional, spiritual, and logistical support as they go through the
implementation process. Implementing Leaders within a particular cohort will work
together at making sure that all the MDGs that have been formed are actively working at
creating a safe space where discipleship is indeed taking place. Implementing Leaders
who are part of a MDI cohort will take part of a Virtual Learning Huddle for as long as
the MDI intervention process is taking place.
This VLH is a discipleship tool for leaders that takes place online via a video
conferencing application platform and happens twice a month. An average meeting will
last is for an hour and will take place on a previously agreed upon day of the week. The
goals of a VLH are the following:
1. To coach Implementing Leaders in how to implement missional tools
(including MDGs) within the local context.
2. To monitor the implementation process by listening carefully to Implementing
Leaders’ comments, questions, and insights.
3. To provide encouragement to Implementing Leaders as they go about the
tasks of implementation.
4. To offer more resources, ideas, or insights that could aid Implementing
Leaders in the process of implementing the MDI.

Furthermore, participating Implementing Leaders are expected to participate in
the VLH for the duration of the implementation of MDGs (three months). A clear
expectation about VLHs is that Implementing Leaders would eventually use it as a
discipling tool for their own leaders in the church. This would be a clear expectation from
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the start, but the final decision about using it within the local setting rests on the
Implementing Leader.
Implementing Leader
The Implementing Leader is the local person in charge of providing oversight to
the MDI implementing process, often being the pastor. This person is ultimately
responsible for making sure that discipleship is actually taking place within the MDGs.
He or she would monitor this process in the following ways:
1. Scheduling a Monthly Resourcing Meeting (MRM) for Facilitators of MDGs.
This is a meeting where two important things are accomplished:
a. The Implementing Leader gets to hear the stories of transformation that
are taking place within the MDGs.
b. Facilitators are further resourced by the Implementing Leader on MDG’s
small group dynamics.
2. Scheduling one-on-one meetings with Facilitators in order to be available to them
for encouragement and to answer questions that might arise in the intervention
process.

It is important to mention that the MDI is meant to be a reproducible training tool.
For this purpose, some of the Implementing Leaders will be invited to consider the
possibility of becoming MDI coaches themselves. The MDI accomplishes this by inviting
Implementing Leaders to consider this possibility and then by making available to those
who are interested the MDI’s Online Resource Center
(https://www.mennonitemission.net/MDI) where new MDI coaches can access to all the
training tools being utilized by the MDI for coaching purposes.
Spiritual Disciplines
As already suggested, a disciple of Jesus who wants to be faithful to his or her
calling should be able to discern Jesus’ distinctive voice in the midst of the many other
voices calling for attention in the world. Dallas Willard’s powerful words define Spiritual
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Disciplines as “ways in which we undertake to follow the New Testament mandate to put
to death or ‘make no provision for’ the merely earthly aspects of our lives and to put on
the new person (Colossians 3: 9-10; Ephesians 4: 22-24)” (Willard, Renovation of the
Heart 28). The development of healthy Spiritual Disciplines, then, is foundational and
crucial in order to follow Jesus’s distinctive directions for one’s life.
Delimitations
This project will be implemented among Hispanic churches, most of which are
part of the Mennonite Church USA (MC USA). According to their website, MC USA is
one of about 40 different Mennonite groups in the United States. While MC USA shares
a common faith ancestry with these groups, they may vary in the way they dress, worship
and relate to the world. MC USA is comprised of nineteen regional conferences which
represents about 650 congregations with some 79,000 members in all.8 I work for
Mennonite Mission Network (MMN), the central missional agency for the whole
denomination; thus, I have direct access to potentially facilitate the implementation of
this research project with any of the nineteen regional conferences. For the purposes of
this research project and to keep the sample size a reasonable one, I worked with sixteen
church leaders coming from fourteen congregations which were divided into four Virtual
Learning Huddles. The following is a complete list of all six Mennonite conferences part
of MC USA that responded positively to the invitation to be part of this project:





8

Virginia Mennonite Conference (6 leaders)
South East Mennonite Conference (1 leaders)
Western District Mennonite Conference (2 leaders)
South Central Mennonite Conference (3 leaders)
Lancaster Mennonite Conference (3 leaders)

Taken from MC USA official website at http://mennoniteusa.org/
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Central Plains Mennonite Conference (1 leader)

Church leaders invited to participate in this project minister in twelve different
cities and in seven states around the country (TX, NY, LA, NC, VA, FL and IA). Most
cities where participating leaders minister are above 35,000 in general population, and the
average weekend attendance of these congregations is from twenty to one hundred.
Invitations to participate in this research project were delimited according to the degree
of both my personal, and work-related (via MMN) relationships with the Implementing
Leaders. With a significant number of them, the researcher has established a strong
relationship both at the denominational and local levels. Even when there are a couple of
exceptions to this rule, all participating leaders and churches have a past record working
either with the central denominational mission agency (MMN) or with the researcher.
Also, and quite relevant to this project, most of these leaders and congregations are active
voting members of MC USA’s Hispanic Mennonite constituency body called Iglesia
Menonita Hispana (Hispanic Mennonite Church). Finally, this invitation was also
grounded on shared theological and historical factors as all participating leaders subscribe
to the Anabaptist tradition of the Christian faith.
In terms of the racial-ethnic mix, one hundred percent of participating
Implementing Leaders were of Hispanic/Latino backgrounds. Most participating leaders
would be first generation immigrants coming from different Latin American countries as
we noted above. In relation to age, the media was between forty to seventy-one years old.
In terms of socioeconomic status, most of them would be considered blue-collar workers
(50-55,000 a year), and in most cases they would be bi-vocational ministers with just a
few exceptions. In terms of years of ministry experience, it ranges from one year to up to
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forty years of experience. Furthermore, Implementing Leaders represented significant
diversity in terms of church size. Some of these churches had more than one hundred
people whereas other ones were just in their beginning stages and were more in the
category of church-plants. The researcher made the strategic choice of including in the
leadership sample used in this project both first-time church planters in their first steps
planting a new congregation as well as seasoned pastors with many years of experience
leading well-established congregations.
In terms of urban, suburban or rural, the ministry context of most Implementing
Leaders would be in cities ranging from 25,000 to 1.6 million people. Only two of these
leaders are working in what we would call a “rural” setting. In terms of level of
education, it ranges from having just a high school diploma (HS) or GED to having an
accredited seminary degree (SD). Also, participating leaders varied significantly in their
level of ministry experience particularly in the area of using small group dynamics to
promote discipleship. Also, pastors varied in the amount of years they had as leaders of
their local congregations. Logically, their long tenure in a particular church as well as
their deep knowledge of who is who within the congregation made a significant
difference in the quality of persons that they identified as Facilitators for the different
MDGs. Leaders and their respective churches also varied a great deal in where they are in
terms of their journey towards establishing a desired discipling culture. Some seemed
more eager to engage the challenge posed by the MDI intervention because they seemed
to have been working already towards developing discipling cultures using other venues
and resources available to them. On the other hand, a number of churches seemed to be
way behind in their level of readiness and competence to engage the challenge that the
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MDI intervention process presented to them in terms of culture change. Perhaps most
important, a central limitation for this research study was the personal vision and level of
readiness to experience intentional discipleship by the participating Implementing
Leaders. In terms of gender, twelve Implementing Leaders were male and only four were
females.
The Ministry Transformation Project suggested here has been designed to focus
on Hispanic/Latino faith communities, primarily within the Mennonite Church USA.
Though the MDI has also worked well with Anglo congregations and leaders, there are a
number of reasons why it was decided to focus primarily on Hispanics. Some of the most
important reason include:
a. Hispanics/Latinos normally have less access to the Missional Church
conversation due to the lack of written materials or events of any kind available to
them in their own language. In addition, due to the complexity of their job
settings, they are also less inclined to participate in events where they would have
access to this type of conversation and training opportunities.
b. This people group is more willing to try new things mostly because these are
newer congregations whose culture is still in the making. They are also less riskaverse, making them more willing to implement new paradigms for how to do
church and mission. They are also more mission-oriented and entrepreneurially
apostolic in nature than other groups would be.
c. Hispanics are statistically the largest minority group in the USA since the year
2003. This gives them an edge in terms of church growth in almost any
denominational body including Mennonites.

Review of Relevant Literature

Discipleship
This research project is first and foremost about discipleship. Without a healthy,
multiplying discipleship experience, the church has no foreseeable future. The success or
failure in our mission as the church of Christ hinges squarely on our capacity to call,
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develop, and multiply effective disciples of Jesus in this generation. A great deal has been
written in the past about this important issue. It seems, however, that in recent years
(perhaps the last fifteen to be more precise) there has been a resurgence of interest in this
vital matter for the church. A quick search on www.amazon.com on the word
“discipleship” renders more than ten thousand resources available. It seems that after a
significant number of years, those involved in the church growth movement seem to have
finally realized that it really is not about growing a church; it’s about growing faithful
disciples!
Chapter 2 will explore how the theme of discipleship, as well as the effective
transference of knowledge, faith, and spiritual life from one person to the next one, is a
central part of God’s story that we find in Scriptures. The goal here would be to identify
the biblical and theological foundations for the practice of discipleship. The hope is to
develop a solid biblical foundation for discipleship as found in our Christian Scriptures.
For this section, I will use the important work of authors and researchers such as Wright,
Kaiser, Biehl, Martin, Fryling, Hirsch, Shirley, Stott, Wilson, Sutton, Newbigin and
others.
Furthermore, Chapter 2 will also explore discipleship practices in church history.
I will take a closer look at discipleship movements such as the Early Church, the
Waldensians, Franciscans, Anabaptists and Methodists, the more current Chinese
Christian movement, and others. I will also bring to this conversation more recent voices
that shed new light onto this relevant topic. For this purpose, I will use authors such as
Luter, Harnack, Becker, Shirley, Stark, Driver, Smither, Frend, Frost, and Kreider among
others.
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Spiritual Disciplines
In order to provoke a culture change towards intentional, reproducible
discipleship, it is vital that we bring to the mix the most basic yet effective ways to teach
common believers how to discern Jesus’ voice from other voices in our prevailing
cultural milieu that also clamor for our undivided allegiance. A faithful disciple of Jesus
listens carefully to hear the voice of the Shepherd and then acts accordingly. This is
precisely why we need to teach spiritual disciplines to our disciples in the making. To
develop this theme, I will expound upon the voices of church leaders and practitioners
who have written extensively on this issue such as Foster, Willard, Peterson, Hull, and
Bonhoeffer to name a few.
Missional Church
Undeniably, the Missional Church conversation that has taken place now for
about three decades has been an important source of insight and challenge for me since I
ran into it in 2005 during my seminary years. It was in that year that I was invited to my
first workshop regarding this relevant topic. On that occasion, we used the seminal book
written by Barret, Dietterich, Guder, Hunsberber, Rosburgh, and Gelder, Missional
Church: A Vision for the Sending of the Church in North America, to guide our debate
about what Church really is and what its mission on earth is all about. This event shocked
my Christian walk as I rediscovered what a church that is on board with God’s mission is
supposed to look like. For this theme, I will use the works of authors such as Bosch,
Newbigin, Hirsch, Cole, Breen, and Frost among others.
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Anabaptist Tradition
Since I’m working mostly within the Mennonite Church context, which arises
from almost five hundred years of Anabaptist tradition, I will be exploring a number of
resources written by renowned Anabaptist theologians with the intent of getting to the
roots of what this tradition thought about discipleship during the Radical Reformation of
the 16th century. A “radical disciple” of Jesus, early Anabaptists would proclaim, is a
believer who, among other things, adheres to his or her word, does not bear arms to fight
against enemies, has their first and foremost allegiance to God rather than to the state,
and lives in open and clear relationship with others, being accountable to one another. For
this section, I will draw from authors such as Yoder, Weaver, Snyder, Ollenburger,
Becker, Bender, Murray, Kreider and others. Furthermore, some of the authors and
missional entrepreneurs that I will bring to this conversation are Frost, Barna, Dale, Cole,
Rainer, Geiger, McClung, McClaren, Lewis, Halter, Smay, and Viola, just to name a few.
Sociology, Anthropology and Pedagogy
Finally, I will briefly use the disciplines of sociology, anthropology, and
pedagogy to talk about the importance of developing healthy communities of belonging
in which healthy disciples of Jesus can grow. Discipleship does not happen in isolation
but rather in the midst of a discipling community so sociological studies are very helpful
to us as we explore the correlation between healthy, multiplying discipleship and the
communities needed to facilitate it. For this topic, I will use the works of Myers, Cole,
Hung, Roxburgh, Buckheit, Scazzero, Hauerwas, Wilson and McClung to name a few.
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Type of Research
Intervention Process
The researcher put in place a five-phased implementing process (see Figure 3.1)
in order to accomplish the investigative goals that includes: Recruitment, Training,
Launching, Implementing, and Debriefing. These phases will be explained in greater
detail in Chapter 3 when the methodology for this project will be discussed at length.
Pre-Intervention
The intent of this research project was to help leaders and their congregations
assess their current culture as related to discipleship and disciple-making practices/habits.
If, after the initial assessment using the MDI Pre-Intervention Survey (Appendix A),
participating Implementing Leaders identify a deficient discipling culture among them,
they were invited to implement the MDI for a period of three months.
Intervention
Implementing Leaders received basic online training on the MDI’s
implementation process.9 A Virtual Learning Huddle also aided this process where the
MDI coach provided further theological reflection, specific missional practices, and
spiritual and emotional encouragement. The three-month implementing process featured
the use of a discipleship vehicle called Missional Discipleship Groups (MDG).
Post-Intervention
Once the three-month period was over, an MDI Post-Intervention Survey
(Appendix B) was used to gather information about the results of the intervention
process. This project was developed according to a mixed method research design. A
9

See Prezi presentation here https://prezi.com/4heohuk4rwcl/mdi-facilitators-training-session/)
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qualitative and quantitative case study method was utilized. In this research, sixteen
Hispanic leaders and their congregations participated who were all at different stages of
development and geographically located in seven different states in North America (TX,
NY, LA, NC, VA, FL and IA).
Each of the churches was intentional in the identification, recruitment, and further
resourcing of their laypersons in order to implement the MDI within their local
congregations. The data was collected over a period of three months and consisted of Pre
and Post Surveys and Focus Group Interviews (Appendix C). Extensive field notes were
taken through participant-observation methodology.
The results of the research were then evaluated and synthesized into a set of
guidelines that can be used by any Hispanic/Latino church, Mennonite or otherwise,
within the United States, regardless of the size of the congregation. Though we believe
that the Missional Church principles applied as well as the obtained outputs are fully
transferrable, this research was developed specifically for Hispanic/Latino churches
which are part of the Mennonite Church USA.
Context
The research occurred within the United States in metropolitan and suburban
areas where significant Hispanic populations live. The discoveries found in this project
will continue to be evaluated and tested in years to come by the Mennonite Mission
Network (MMN), the missional agency of Mennonite Church USA, in the hopes of being
recommended as a viable path towards becoming missional congregations where building
a discipling culture is the desired output.
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Methodology
This project was developed according to a mixed method research design. A
qualitative and quantitative case study method was utilized in order to help Implementing
Leaders engage in deep theological reflection about the mission of the church
(missiology). First, Implementing Leaders were recruited to participate in a Virtual
Learning Huddle where they were provided with a safe learning environment to learn
about Missional Church tools and practices developed by the MDI. In the meantime,
Implementing Leaders were invited to identify a number of Facilitators (usually between
three and fifteen leaders or elders in the church) who would facilitate a discipleship
experience in their local congregation. Facilitators were then trained on how to lead a
MDG and were also invited to recruit one or two more people to participate in their
MDG. MDGs then met for the following three months on a weekly basis. A more
detailed description of the methodology used for this research project is provided in
Chapter 3.
Within the context of this study, I identified sixteen Hispanic leaders and their
congregations located at different geographical areas within the United States. Though
each church was invited to follow the same implementation process because they are all
doing ministry in different contexts, they went about the implementing task in slightly
different manners. More of this will be shared in Chapters 4 and 5 of this project when
discussing main findings of the study.
Participants
Each participating leader was strategically chosen according to the established
criteria. I made a calculated decision to work exclusively with Hispanic Christian leaders
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that I either knew from previously working together, or whose names were provided to
me through expert recommendations from our central missional agency (MMN). In order
to choose a congregation to participate in this project, it was of utmost importance to me
that the lead pastor was ready to explore new possibilities for discipleship. I did not want
to try to convince a leader about the need to establish a discipling culture within his or
her ministry context. I consciously preferred working with church leaders who were
already exploring new discipleship initiatives and who were actively participating at
different levels in the Missional Church conversation.
The first sifting question asked to potential participating leaders during our
informal phone conversations or personal interviews tested the leader’s willingness to
implement a more missional-oriented approach to their discipling process. Churches that
already felt confident about the way they provided a life-shaping discipleship experience
were not invited to participate in this research. I only invited churches that were open to
experiment with something that would pose a true challenge to the way they had
previously done ministry.
The research focused on the Hispanic Protestant church population within the
United States. I worked only with Mennonite churches that are part of MC USA. I
selected congregations located in different parts of the country in seven different states
with the purpose of learning and documenting how congregations in different settings
implement the missional tools provided by the MDI. Hopefully, our learnings in each
particular church setting can aid the learning process of other congregations around the
country who are in similar socioeconomic and geographical situations. The size of the
congregation was not a key factor in deciding whether to include it in this project or not,
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nor was the number of years in ministry—at least two of the chosen congregations are
new church-plants. Again, the most important factor was the fact that a leader was willing
to learn and to explore a new approach to how discipleship and disciple-making is
experienced in the church.
Instrumentation
Because this was a pre and post-intervention research project, I had to use a
number of instruments that assisted the qualitative/quantitative case study research and
provided enough factual information in order to be able to measure results. I created
instruments used for this research project specifically, including Pre and Post Surveys
and Focus Group Interviews.
First of all, for the pre-intervention stage, Implementing Leaders were invited to
complete a Pre-Intervention Survey (see Appendix A). The main goal for this instrument
was to learn more about current discipling practices or habits already in place within
participating churches. This survey functioned as an X-ray to help draw a clearer picture
of where each leader and their church were to begin with, specifically in relation to
discipling. This survey was then followed by two recorded Focus Group Interviews (see
Appendix C) done online with Implementing Leaders. The Interviews aimed to clarify
any questions and to provide further information related to what discipleship practices or
habits are already in place within participating churches. A Post-Intervention Survey
(Appendix B) was then offered to Implementing Leaders at the end of the three-month
intervention period. This instrument was used for the purpose of collecting data
specifically in relation to the impact that three months of implementation had on both
Implementing Leaders as well as individuals who took part in MDGs.
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Data Collection Method
In order to best respond to the stated RQs for this project, a number of datacollecting instruments were devised. Those instruments have already been named and
briefly discussed above (we will expand on their use and application in Chapter 3 of this
research project). Once again, because of the pre- and post-intervention nature of this
research project, the instruments created had to be precise enough to help the researcher
gather solid data to be used during the data analysis phase in order to determine the
overall impact that the MDI intervention process had on both Implementing Leaders and
on their respective congregations and more specifically, on those people who participated
in an MDG.
After accurately collecting all the information provided by the instruments
described above, the data was carefully color codified, tabulated, and processed in order
to learn as much as possible from this research project. The data analysis process that
followed helped shed light on the usefulness of the MDI to provoke the first steps
towards developing a healthy and multiplicative discipleship practice within the local
churches that participated in this research project.
Data Analysis
After taking time to carefully transcribe the data resulted from Surveys and Focus
Group Interviews, the researcher categorized each into the following five groups:
a) Pre-Intervention (Implementing Leader): Current competence and
missional/discipleship habits (RQ1).
b) Pre-Intervention (Church): Current competence and missional/discipleship
habits (RQ1).
c) Post-Intervention (Implementing Leader): Newly acquired competence
and missional/discipleship habits (RQ2).
d) Post-Intervention (Church): Newly acquired competence and
missional/discipleship habits (RQ2).
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e) Post-Intervention (Implementing Leader): Based on the newly acquired
understanding, capacity, and missional/discipleship habits, how will
leaders go about developing a culture of discipleship within their ministry
context? (RQ3).

First, I read each Pre-Intervention Survey completed by Implementing Leaders
multiple times, looking for common factors and possible surprises. I color-coded and
tabulated each congregation accordingly with the categories named above and plotted all
the answers to questions asked by the instrument in a table. I looked once more for
patterns of themes, key words, and common concepts. I made comparisons with other
instruments used and made connections when possible.
Secondly, I carefully read all Post-Intervention Survey forms completed by
Implementing Leaders with the purpose of identifying patterns and common ideas or
experiences. I charted all answers to the questionnaire and made all possible connections.
Then, I plotted all answers in a table for comparison and analytical purposes. Finally, I
carefully read all the Focus Group Interviews with Implementing Leaders in order to
identify patterns and common ideas or experiences that could aid the information already
gathered via Pre and Post Intervention Surveys. Once again, I plotted all their answers,
paying close attention to any obvious patterns. Each important key concept or word was
categorized and further analyzed through a comparative analysis.
Generalizability
This study occurred within Anabaptist-related Hispanic/Latino churches in the
context of the United States of America; thus, the findings are not primarily intended for
use internationally. Nonetheless, because biblical principles on discipleship and disciplemaking are truly universal in nature, I certainly hope that this research can be generalized
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to Hispanic/Latino churches located in urban and suburban locations outside of the
United States, namely in Latin America.
Project Overview
This project outlines a three-month MDI intervention process experienced by
sixteen participating Hispanic church leaders and their respective churches within the
Mennonite Church USA. Chapter 2 offers a theological-biblical background for the issue
of discipleship. It also discusses some of the most influential writers and practitioners
who have talked about this theme throughout the centuries, starting with the patristic
church, continuing with the medieval church, the Radical Reformation/Anabaptist
movement in the 16th century, and ending in modern times. Chapter 3 outlines the
various ways the researcher has investigated the research questions proposed by this
project. Chapter 4 analyzes the findings that emerge from the methodology used to
collect key information from participants such as Pre and Post Intervention Surveys and
Focus Group Interviews. Chapter 5 outlines the study’s major findings with implications
and possibilities for each discovery in the present and in the future.
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CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVIEW
Overview of the Chapter
J.R. Woodward begins his important work on how to develop a missional culture
by asking the right questions about discipleship: “How would you characterize the typical
person in the congregation you serve? A mature follower of Christ? A consumer of
religious goods and services? Or something in-between? In your attempt to make
disciples, do you ever feel as if you are swimming against the current? Do you have a
desire to see the congregation be a greater blessing to the neighborhood and to those far
from Christ?” (Woodward 19). The key, and perhaps even the most important piece, to
recuperating a missional edge for any Christian congregation today is directly connected
to how discipleship takes place in the local setting.
Discipleship—the effective transference of knowledge, faith, and spiritual life
from one person to the next—is a central part of God’s story which we find in the
Christian Scriptures. God’s influence in the world (God’s kingdom and its upside-down
values) moves from one person to the next one in a relational and intentional way. As
Donald B. Kraybill suggests in his book The Upside-Down Kingdom, “the kingdom of
God points to an inverted, upside-down way of life that challenges the prevailing social
order. It certainly challenged the patterns in ancient Palestinian society and does the same
in our world today” (16). Such values are transferred from person to person as we live in
community with other disciples of Jesus. God uses the communities of faith that we are
part of in order to shape us according to His purposes. These communities teach us the
necessary spiritual disciplines we need to learn in order for us to know how to discern
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God’s voice. Furthermore, the communities of faith that we belong to also hold us
accountable in how we obey what we have heard from Jesus in daily life. If the practice
of effective discipleship is somehow taken out of the equation, as in fact has been the
case in many congregations today, the opportunities for God’s kingdom to expand and
continue influencing this world are severely crippled and diminished. Discipleship and
disciple-making, then, are central in God’s plan to reconcile everything He has created to
Himself. We, God’s people, are to contribute to God’s plan by actively and effectively
making new disciples of Jesus, and, if we fail in doing so, we most probably will fail in
everything else we do in God’s name; it is that important!
For this reason, MDI works from the premise that says that true, transformational,
multiplicative discipleship flourishes when:
1. It is part of a simple, strategic process that is done intentionally where one
person invites another to follow Jesus in daily life. To make disciples is to ask
someone else to love and obey Jesus the same way you do, and then ask that
person to repeat it with someone else; thus, repeating the cycle endlessly.
2. Its main goal is to develop basic spiritual Christian disciplines (individual and
communal prayer, Scripture reading, and peer-to-peer accountability) with the
sole purpose of honing the new disciple’s spiritual ears so that he or she is
able to listen and understand what Jesus is saying, and then obey and act upon
His words.
3. It takes place within a smaller community of believers (we suggest two to
three people) where participants can share openly and vulnerably about how
closely they are following Jesus.
The literature examined in this chapter has been carefully selected to prove the
thesis proposed by this project. MDI coaches participating leaders on how to implement
the kind of discipleship described above. The premise is that when these types of
interactions are promoted within any local congregation on a consistent basis, the
inevitable long-term result is cultural transformation. The desired culture, therefore, is a
culture where common believers who want to be on mission with Jesus are enabled,
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trained, celebrated and encouraged to make disciples in an intentional-relational way. We
clearly could have used many other well-known theologians, authors, and historical
church leaders and practitioners who speak to the issue of discipleship and disciplemaking in order to advance the claims of this project; however, we believe that the ones
cited here should suffice to support and even affirm the main thesis proposed by the MDI.
The current chapter has been divided into two distinctive sections. Section I deals
with the biblical and theological foundations for the practice of discipleship. The hope is
to develop a solid biblical foundation for discipleship as found in our Christian
Scriptures. We will begin exploring discipleship as mentoring in the Old Testament
narrative, and discipleship as becoming God’s own holy people. For this purpose, we will
explore a number of examples found in the Hebrew prophets of antiquity as well as in the
rabbinic heritage developed around the synagogue during the post-exilic period.
This chapter will continue by exploring the theme of discipleship as found in the
New Testament beginning with the four Gospels. We will pay close attention to how
Jesus used the tool of discipleship (a practice that was widely used by other teachers and
rabbis before Him) to convey His message to the world by making sure that His inner
circle of apprentices knew how to incarnate the message of God’s kingdom: The gospel!
Mennonite Missiologist, Art Macpee, has observed that “Jesus’ model for disciplemaking was inductive, spontaneous and natural, and most importantly Spirit-led” (Green
and Krabill 44). It is urgent that today’s Church goes back to the type of discipleship so
clearly modeled by Jesus.
From there, we will continue to dig into the book of the Acts of the Apostles to
learn where the theme of discipleship comes to the surface and to explore how early
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Christianity used discipleship to continue Jesus’ transformational work around their
immediate communities. In fact, the book of Acts starts in Jerusalem where it all began
and ends with Paul being under house arrest, a prisoner in Rome which at the time
represented the very center of power and might in the Roman Empire. We will then
continue to explore the language of discipleship all throughout the Pauline corpus where
the language of “discipleship” literally disappears as Christianity transcends Judaism and
reaches to the gentiles and the Greco-Roman world where the language used for
discipleship is that of a “father” training a “son.” We will also briefly explore the theme
of discipleship in the Universal Epistles. Finally, we will end our survey of the New
Testament in the book of Revelation where all disciples of Jesus coming from every
possible nation in the world are portrayed as gathering around the white throne in
passionate worship saying, “Salvation belongs to our God who is seated on the throne,
and to the Lamb!” (Revelation 7:10)
In Section II of this chapter, we will deal with an abbreviated history of the theme
of discipleship and disciple-making throughout Church history. It is important to say,
however, that this is not by any means an exhaustive account of everything that has been
written or researched regarding this crucial theme. We neither have the time nor the space
within this research project to explore all the possible connections to the theme of
discipleship and disciple-making throughout Church history; however, the examples of
important church leaders and church movements included here seemed to be most
relevant to the thesis of our research project.
Starting with the Early Church and ending in our contemporary times, we will
explore how discipleship has gone from being an organic life-on-life experience to
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becoming almost exclusively about learning the right doctrinal premises (as it became
beginning with the Imperial Church up to the end of the Medieval Church). Eventually,
and probably as a result of both postmodernism and the current Missional Church
movement, discipleship practice in local congregations seems to be gradually coming
back to its more relational and organic roots. Since this research project is taking place
within the Anabaptist/Mennonite strand of Christianity, our survey’s view of the
Reformation era will pay close attention to what has been known as the “Radical
Reformation” of the 16th century: The Anabaptist movement. As we know, today’s
Mennonites (as well as more than forty other Anabaptist expressions of Christianity) are
the direct spiritual inheritors of the early Anabaptists of the 16th century.
Furthermore, we will briefly explore the impact the so-called Church Growth
movement has had on the theme of discipleship, ending the chapter by reflecting on the
ongoing Missional Church movement and its particular emphasis on discipleship as a key
factor to bringing the church back to its missional roots once again. In fact, the current
Missional Church movement has been an important source of inspiration for this research
in that it provides the much-needed impetus for evangelism and disciple-making, deep
theological reflection, and relevant practical tools that can be used in order to explore the
future of discipleship in the global Church.
Finally, to end this chapter, we will explore other important disciplines that might
directly or indirectly inform the issue of discipleship, such as sociology, anthropology,
and pedagogy. Once again, we will just touch on them briefly for lack of space or time.
We will attempt, however, to draw important connections between these fields of study
and the general theme of discipleship. In our conclusion for this chapter, we will talk
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about the research design literature to learn what it says about our research project design
while also trying to summarize the literature included herein, seeking to identify natural
connections and patterns, and making a few generalizations in relation to the grand theme
of discipleship.

Section I—Biblical Foundations for Discipleship
Both the Old and the New Testament are full of instances where various forms of
discipleship take place. The Old Testament presents numerous possibilities for anyone
wishing to study the nature and function of the concept of discipleship. In the Old
Testament, discipleship is mostly about living after the way of Yahweh. God’s chosen
people, Israel, is summoned by the prophets of antiquity to follow in the way of Yahweh
by paying attention to the Torah.
We also find a mentoring type of discipleship relationship in the way Moses and
Joshua related to each other. Discipleship is also seen in the examples provided by the
great prophets of Israel who, via a meaningful mentoring/discipleship experience, were
able to transition their ministry to a new generation of prophets. This is also demonstrated
through the example of Elijah and Elisha.
The synoptic Gospels (the Gospel of John, the book of Acts, the Pauline Corpus,
the Universal Epistles, and the book of the Revelation of John) offer a wide range of
pertinent material in relation to discipleship. From Jesus’ experience in discipling His
twelve as depicted in the Gospels to the way the faithful (disciples) remain steadfastly
firm in their commitment to the Lamb of God in the book of Revelation, the general
theme of discipleship is interwoven all over the holy Christian Scriptures. In summary,
we could go in many different directions in our study of the theology on discipleship
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found in both the Old and the New Testaments; however, since there are obvious
limitations in terms of space, there are also, by necessity, limitations in terms of the
biblical texts and examples that will be examined in both literary bodies.
Discipleship in the Old Testament
Once we open the pages of the Old Testament, we realize that the theme of
missions—and therefore discipleship—is actually there from the very beginning. We find
it right away in the book of Genesis, and from there it maintains a driving passion all
throughout, eventually transitioning flawlessly into the New Testament. Kaiser tells us
that we can probably identify an Old Testament “Great Commission” in the words of
Genesis 12:3, where God tells Abraham that “all the peoples of the earth will be blessed
through [him].” According to Kaiser, “this might very well be the earliest statement of
the fact that it will be God’s purpose and plan to see that the message of his grace and
blessing comes to every person on the planet” (7). Nevertheless, this grace and blessing
can only be transmitted from one person to the next via close relationships where one
individual guides another on what it means to be in a faithful relationship with Yahweh.
The people of Israel, God’s chosen people, were called to be a “light set upon a
hill” in order to bring the gentiles surrounding them into a right relationship with
Yahweh. Sadly, Israel failed to do so instead acting in rebellion to God’s sacred calling
for them. Later in the New Testament we find the Apostle Paul fulfilling the same calling
by becoming an apostle to the gentiles. However, there should be no doubt in our minds
where Paul got his calling from; the hint came, of course, from the Old Testament. This is
because God had not changed His mind and His mission still was the evangelizing of all
peoples of earth, including the Gentiles! This, according to Kaiser, “had always been the
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long-term commitment of the Living God who is a missionary God. This is the same case
that is consistently, even if at times only rudimentarily, found in the entire corpus of the
Old Testament” (82). Living in constant pursue of God’s vision for the redemption of all
His creation, continues to be our mission today as the body of Christ.
The expression “the way of the LORD,” or “keeping the way of the LORD,” or
“walking in the way of the LORD,” was a favorite metaphor used in the Old Testament to
describe a particular way that the people of Israel were supposed to behave. The main
idea here is that God’s people would walk in a way that would be distinctively different
from the ways prescribed by the gods of other nations. There should be a stark contrast
between the way of Yahweh and the way of the gods of surrounding tribes and nations.
Leviticus 20:26 reads, “You are to be holy to me because I, the LORD, am holy, and I
have set you apart from the nations to be my own,” along with similar passages found in
the same book. Deuteronomy 23 tells us that God’s clear expectation is that His own
people become like Him in His character.
As Christopher Wright also suggests in his work The Mission of God: Unlocking
the Bible’s Grand Narrative, “the metaphor (of holiness) suggests the imitation of God:
you observe how God acts and try to follow suit. Such imagery implies that Israel was
destined to travel on a journey in which God was to lead the way as a guide and example
for the people to follow” (363). By imitating a holy God, the people of Israel would
clearly become a visible example to the nations, demonstrating the nature and character
of the God whom they worshiped. Deuteronomy 4:5-8 masterfully speaks to this
dynamic:
See, I have taught you decrees and laws as the LORD my God
commanded me, so that you may follow them in the land you are
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entering to take possession of it. Observe them carefully, for this will
show your wisdom and understanding to the nations, who will hear about
all these decrees and say, “Surely this great nation is a wise and
understanding people.” What other nation is so great as to have their gods
near them the way the LORD our God is near us whenever we pray to
him? And what other nation is so great as to have such righteous decrees
and laws as this body of laws I am setting before you today?

Therefore, discipleship in the Old Testament was primarily about closely following in the
way of Yahweh as mirrored by His chosen people, the people of Israel, who were to
model His ways to the neighboring nations. Like Old Testament Israel, today’s church
has also experienced God’s historical act of redemption. Ancient Israel experienced it in
the exodus from the land of Egypt, and we, of course, have completely experienced it
through Jesus’ death on the cross.
Today, we are to live under the same sacred calling that the chosen people of
Israel had, namely, the calling to becoming mirrors of God’s grace and love to all the
nations and peoples of this planet. Our lives are to reflect unequivocally the difference
between the holiness that sprouts from the living God—powerfully displayed for us in the
character of Jesus Christ—and the corrupted characters of all the false gods that claim our
allegiance in the prevailing culture. The Apostle Peter, in the New Testament, clearly
expresses this concept when he says:
You are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s special
possession, that you may declare the praises of him who called you out of
darkness into his wonderful light. Once you were not a people, but now
you are the people of God; once you had not received mercy, but now you
have received mercy. Dear friends, I urge you, as foreigners and exiles, to
abstain from sinful desires, which war against your soul. Live such good
lives among the pagans that, though they accuse you of doing wrong, they
may see your good deeds and glorify God on the day he visits us. (1 Peter
2:9-12)
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On this particular passage of Scripture, Wright asserts, “In other words, we are exactly as
Peter describes us, with the same identity, the same mission, and the same ethical
responsibility” (127). Today’s Church and the ancient People of Israel share the same
identity and mission, namely, to disciple the surrounding nations in the ways of Yahweh.
Moses and Joshua. In the biblical account of Moses and Joshua found in the
Pentateuch, we find a classic example of discipleship as mentoring. Here we find a
seasoned, charismatic spiritual leader who is willing to invest time, effort, and significant
resources into the life of a younger, emerging leader with the purpose of shaping the life
of the one individual who would eventually take his place as the leader among God’s
people. It is clear that Joshua was not the only young leader under the leadership of
Moses as he had likely had other protégés who were serving him and learning under his
strong leadership, however, Moses was able to see in him the patent marks of a leader.
Because of this Moses decided to take him under his wing becoming his mentor. Again,
the example of Moses and Joshua tells us that the concept of spiritual fathers and sons
was a dominating theme in the Old Testament. Obviously, this mentoring relationship
helped Joshua to build his character spiritually as well as emotionally so that he could
become the leader God wanted to use for the next stage in their jorney towards the
Promised Land.
As has been stated before, discipleship is an intentional activity that could take
many forms. In all of these forms, however, modeling and imitation are essential
elements. For discipleship to take place, it is necessary that a teacher is willing to invite
an apprentice to begin a learning journey. Conversely, the pupil needs to be willing to die
to self in order to learn what the master teacher is able to give. The learning process, once
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established, will include the following important aspects: information, imitation, and
innovation. In his important work in the field of mentoring, Bobb Biehl tells us that,
“Mentoring was the chief learning method in the society of artisans where an apprentice
spent years at the side of the craftsman, learning not only the mechanics of a function, but
the ‘way of life’ which surrounded it” (8).
Moses fully understood that if someone were to take the people of God into the
Promised Land successfully, he would need to make sure that Joshua developed the
necessary skills in terms of character, leadership capacity, and spirituality. Without these,
Joshua would not be able to fulfill God’s Word to His chosen people.
Elijah and Elisha. The story in 1 and 2 Kings that describes how Elijah develops
the prophetic ministry of the younger and less experienced Elisha is nothing less than
remarkable. Elijah was a prophet of God. He had the power of the priesthood. He also
had the power of God and a special anointing from the Most High God to do wonders.
Due to the fact that he had become old, he needed to find someone who would replace
him in his prophetic ministry. He found that someone in the person of Elisha who had
followed him for many years. At some point along the way and just prior to Elijah’s
departure to heaven on board a chariot of fire, he asks his pupil an important question that
all mentors usually ask, “Tell me, what can I do for you before I’m taken from you?” (2
Kings 2). To this question, Elisha responded, “Let me inherit a double portion of your
spirit.” Here we find a symbiotic relationship between a master and his disciple. The
teacher very intentionally offers everything he has that would benefit the one learning
from him. Meanwhile, the mentee is willing to push the envelope by asking a valuable,
and almost impossible, thing. In fact, Elijah’s response, “you have asked a difficult
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thing,” emphasizes the importance of what has been asked from him. However, his
faithful apprentice has earned the right to ask, and, therefore, the teacher is willing to
provide.
Once again, Biehl explains to us how the dynamics of how mentoring actually
works, stating, “Mentoring is the relational glue that can bond our generation to the
previous and the next. Mentoring is the bridge that will connect, strengthen, and stabilize
future generations of Christians in an increasingly complex and threatening world” (15).
Elijah knows perfectly well that the future of the people of Israel lies in cultivating a
close, organic relationship with his advantaged apprentice. This is how discipleship
works. When discipleship works as expected, we can be sure that there will actually be a
next generation of believers to continue advancing the mission of God on earth.
Post-exilic Judaism. The most profound spiritual and identity crisis in the
history of the people of Israel happened during their exile to Babylon. Their defeat and
humiliation at the hands of their conquerors also included the destruction of their most
holy temple. Nothing in their previous experience had prepared them for such tragic
event; truly, their world came to a sudden halt. However, God used this terrible
experience to teach them something important about discipleship.
It was during this time of crisis that the synagogue came to be. Synagogues are
spaces dedicated to the purpose of prayer, Torah teaching and reading, and can also be
used for social activities within the community. During the Second Temple period while
in Babylon, the synagogue became a place where rabbis and pupils (or disciples) got
together to learn about the Torah. The teacher’s goal was to transmit the oral and written
traditions of the People of Israel to the new generations who now lived in the diaspora.
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“In post-exilic Judaism, the term [disciple] (akoloutheo) was used to describe the
relationship of a pupil to a teacher of the Torah. The pupil followed the rabbi everywhere
he went, learning from him and serving him. The goal was complete knowledge of the
Torah and the ability to practice it in all situations” (Martin 49). A capable teacher, a
willing follower, life-changing content and practices, and perhaps a place where all of the
above could intersect (sinagoge), where all important elements in the formation of a
faithful jew.
In summary, the Old Testaments lays the foundations of God’s chief strategy to
reaching out to His world. He has called for discipleship and disciple-making. “Disciplemaking is not something nice to do if we have time. It is one of the most important things
we can do in our lives. Disciple-making is nothing less than aligning ourselves with
God’s creative intention of blessing all the people on earth” (Fryling 49). The pages of
the Old Testament, therefore, clearly demonstrate that to truly learn how to closely follow
Yahweh in one’s life, close relationships where both mentoring and following are fully
present will need to be intentionally forged.
Discipleship in the New Testament
The theme of discipleship (apprenticeship by imitation) continues to be a major
one in the New Testament as well. The 1 Peter 2 text mentioned before is key in signaling
that in the new covenant inaugurated by the Christ event, the new covenantal people of
God would continue along the same lines as the ancient people of Israel had. The main
difference between the two testaments might be that monotheism in the New Testament
is redefined in terms of the incarnation of the second person of the Trinity: Jesus Christ
the Messiah. While in the Old Testament, discipleship is about following the Way of
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Yahweh, in the New Testament it is all about following the Way of Jesus. Missiologist
Alan Hirsch usually says, “Our Christology informs our missiology, and this in turn gives
shape to our ecclesiology” (156). Put in other words, our clear understanding of who
Jesus is as the incarnate Son of God, Savior, Teacher and Messiah, should inform our
mission in this world (disciple-making) which in turn gives shape to our particular
expressions of church. Our churches need to have a clear missional outlook because that
goes in accordance with our main mission as agents of God’s love and mercy to the
world. This only makes sense, though, if we do this in the name of Jesus who is revealed
to us as God in the flesh.
Discipleship in the New Testament, then, is all about following Jesus, who not
only is the Way to the Father (John 14:6), He also shows us the way to live in complete
submission to the reign of the Living God. It is interesting to learn that the word
“ekklesia” (church) only appears two times in the teachings of Jesus in the Gospels,
specifically in the Gospel of Matthew. The expression “kingdom of God,” on the other
hand, appears more than sixty times and “kingdom of heaven,” appears more than thirty
times in the book of Matthew. The point is that Jesus’ main concern was not focused in
the idea of “church” per se (even though the community of faith is important to Him) but
in the more encompassing idea of “kingdom” instead. He came to earth in order to
inaugurate the kingdom of God; most of His many parables are about the kingdom. He
spent forty days after His own resurrection from death teaching His disciples about “the
kingdom of God” (Acts 1:3); His chief mission was to teach us how one is supposed to
live under that kingship.
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Likewise, it comes as a surprise for many that the word “Christian” is only used
three times in the New Testament (Stott 13-14). This is important because, in Jesus’
mind, a disciple is someone who hears His voice and obeys His commands (John 10:27).
It really has never been about just becoming a believer, a member of a given church, or
even a Christian; it has always been about being a disciple, a follower, an apprentice, a
life-learner! Though the name Christian has become the central way we identify those
who adhere to Jesus’s teachings, one almost wishes that the word disciple had continued
to be the primary way people would identify those who follow the Rabbi from Galilee.
Perhaps then those who have believed in Him and obeyed His commands throughout the
centuries would have remained more self-aware about the implied responsibility that
being a disciple (a disciplined apprentice) entails (Stott 14).
In his fascinating work entitled It Takes a Church to Make a Disciple: An
Integrative Model of Discipleship for the Local Church, Professor Chris Shirley tells us
that, “[t]he word ‘disciple’ occurs at least 230 times in the Gospels and 28 times in Acts.
Literally, disciple means learner; the Greek word mathetes is the root of our word
mathematics, which means "thought accompanied by endeavor" (208). The New
Testament is about disciples of Jesus in close community with each other who are
learning how to live under the reign of God in this world. The following are some
examples of discipleship as we find them in the Gospels, the book of Acts, the Pauline
Corpus, the Universal Epistles, and finally the book of Revelation.
It is clear that Jesus did not invent the practice of discipleship as we find it in the
Gospels. Discipleship, the ancient practice that brings together a rabbi, teacher, or master
with a number of followers, learners, or apprentices, had been practiced for centuries
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before Christ. All throughout the Greco-Roman world, great teachers were making
disciples of those who were willing to learn and eager to follow. Renowned philosophers
and teachers like Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle had devoted followers who were trained
under the guidance of a life worth imitating. Disciples were supposed to spend significant
amounts of time with their masters or teachers on a daily basis in order to become more
like them. The clear goal of a disciple was to learn as much as one possibly could by
soaking up the teaching and the example of the one from whom they were learning from.
Closer to Jesus’ context and within the Jewish rabbinic tradition, rabbis like Shammai
and Hillel also had disciples who learned how to read and interpret the Hebrew
Scriptures, always looking for proper applications to daily life. Furthermore, we read in
the Gospels that John the Baptist, Jesus’ cousin, also had disciples (Matt 9:14, 11:7,
14:2.), some of whom eventually joined Jesus' mission. In short, the practice of
discipleship had been in place before Jesus ever used the word, and, in the first century,
the cultural understanding of a disciple was one who was more than just a learner; the
disciple was also a "follower". The practice brings together the concepts of thinking and
doing in a remarkable way.
Shirley helps us understand what qualified as a disciple of Jesus in the Gospels:
“The qualifications for true disciples were: (1) Belief in Jesus as messiah (John 2:11,
6:68-69); (2) Commitment to identify with Him through baptism; (3) Obedience to His
teaching and submission to His Lordship (Matt 19:23-30, Luke 14:25-33)” (209). In the
following section, we will explore important examples of discipleship in the four
Gospels.
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The Gospel of Matthew. Harnack says that “[d]ue to its concern for discipleship
in community, scholars have called Matthew ‘a community book’ and ‘the gospel of the
church’” (Sutton 27). It seems clear that the theme of discipleship is a central aspect
within Matthew’s Gospel and in Matthew’s understanding of the church as an instrument
of God’s mission (Bosch 73). For Matthew, being a disciple of Jesus has everything to do
with being willing to follow Jesus’ commands. Of the four Gospels, only Matthew
contains the famous five discourses of Jesus which contain most of His ethics for the
kingdom of God. The five discourses are: The Sermon on the Mount, the Missionary
Discourse, the Parabolic Discourse, the Discourse on the Church, and the Discourse on
End Times. Once again, for Matthew, following Jesus is all about obeying His commands
and words. Missiologist David Bosch explains that:
For Matthew, then, being a disciple means living out the teachings of
Jesus, which the evangelist has recorded in great detail in his gospel. It is
unthinkable to divorce the Christian life of love and justice from being a
disciple. Discipleship involves a commitment to God’s reign, to justice
and love, and to obedience to the entire will of God. (81)

Matthew seems to have shaped his material in a way that clearly teaches disciples of
Jesus about the importance of accountability in the community of faith as we can see in
Matt 18:15-20. For Matthew, disciples of Jesus are to grow together, being accountable to
each other about their faithfulness to following Jesus’ words and commands. This
community of the faithful (the church) is clearly undergirded, though, by a willingness to
forgive one another’s faults (Matt 18:21-22). This is clearly emphasized by the parable of
the unforgiving servant which is found immediately afterward in Matthew 18:23-35. This
parable functions as a stern warning to disciples of Jesus and as a reminder to them that
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as their sins have been forgiven by their Lord, so they must also forgive one another's
sins (Sutton 45).
Furthermore, in Matthew 11:29, Jesus calls his disciples to "Take my yoke upon
you, and learn from me..." (Emphasis added). For Matthew, learning is understood as
crucial for the discipleship task to take place. Learning as one also follows is the central
call to discipleship. Even while this idea is not extensively used in the Gospels, other than
in Matthew, it does appropriately demonstrate that learning was part of what the disciples
did during the life of Christ (Luter 268). Learning in the school of Jesus, according to
Matthew, goes way beyond the idea of imitating Jesus’ character just for the sake of
becoming moral people. It also meant that the disciple was willing to become fishers of
men. “Come follow me,” Jesus said, “and I will make you fishers of men” (Matt 4:19).
In the Gospel of Matthew, Jesus is a man on a mission. His mission is driven by a
clear agenda set for Him by the Father. His purpose in life is to inaugurate the kingdom
of God, and he only has close to three years to fulfill it. Due to the urgency of His
mission, Jesus went to the right places of recruitment and was intentional in the way he
called people to Himself. Jesus’ recruitment strategy was relational and he left nothing to
chance. He made things happen as all good leaders are supposed to do! His invitation to
the first twelve was direct and unambiguous. Jesus seems to be saying, “Come, follow
me, I have an agenda for you and once I’m finished with you, you will be completely on
board with my mission.” We need to understand that Jesus knows exactly who these first
disciples are, not just because He is also God and has foreknowledge of everyone and
everything but because He knew that their trade meant these men were connected to a
vast network of relationships all around the Sea of Galilee. Jesus’ agenda included
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teaching these men how to see people in a new light. The people were like fish that
should be taken into God’s kingdom from the perverted seas of this world, one person at
a time, through the vehicle of discipleship.
The Gospel of Mark. In the Gospel of Mark, Jesus’ ministry takes place in an
almost non-stop succession of events, with everything happening rather quickly. In Mark,
Jesus is portrayed as a man of action, an exorcist, a healer, and a miracle worker. We
know that the Gospel of Mark contains as many as twenty accounts of miracles, healings,
and signs; almost one third of the book contains this type of narrative. This is much more,
proportionally speaking, than any other gospel. Rudolph Pesch is quoted by David Bosch
as saying that “the calling of the disciples is a call to follow Jesus and a being set aside
for missionary activities. Calling, discipleship and mission belong together” (36). In the
Gospel of Mark, therefore, being a disciple is all about following Jesus as he goes around
the neighborhood fulfilling the needs of those to whom He has been called.
When Trakatellis describes discipleship in the Gospel of Mark, he says, “In the
Gospel of Mark we encounter one of the most rich and profound New Testament sources
for a substantive discussion on discipleship, namely that of discipleship as a call.
Discipleship begins as a call by Jesus. It is an event, a condition, or a status, which is
initiated by Christ Himself. This is presented very early in the Gospel of Mark” (271-72).
It seems clear that for Mark, discipleship has a strong missional factor that makes it rather
unique among the other gospels. “The call by Jesus to an advanced stage and form of
discipleship is at the same time an appointment, a fundamental assignment, a mission”
(Trakatellis 274).
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Furthermore, Richard Hicks draws a link between the words of Jesus found in
Mark 10 and the words of the prophet Malachi to help us comprehend how Mark
understands discipleship as a calling to leave everything behind in order to pursue Jesus
and join in His mission. Hicks explains:
Jesus’ requirements for discipleship in Mark 10:21 closely resemble
Malachi’s terms of repentance. Just as the Judeans can turn to God by
giving the “whole [πας/  ]כ לtithe,” Jesus instructs the rich man to give up
“all [οσος] that he has” in order to join his company (v. 21). In return for
such obedience, furthermore, Jesus promises “a treasure box in heaven”
(θησαυρόν έν ούρανω). “Heaven” and “treasure” constitute vivid
catchword links between Mark and Malachi. (197)
Going even further, Hicks also help us see that Jesus’ use of μή αποστέρησες (do not
defraud, Mark 10:19) provides the rich man with an opportunity to do right by selling
everything he has, even restoring those he might have defrauded, thus giving him an
opportunity for repentance, “which is the prerequisite for Markan discipleship” (199). In
brief, Mark's narrative makes discipleship a possibility for everyone, not just the few, by
offering anyone who is willing to respond to the Gospel an opportunity for repentance. In
fact, the first words coming from Jesus’ mouth in Mark are, “The time has come, […]
The kingdom of God has come near. Repent and believe the good news!” (Mark 1:15,
emphasis added).
In this Gospel, Jesus is also called the Son of God and the long-awaited Messiah
who now has finally been revealed. Someone once said that how one responds to the
question of who Jesus is to you does more for one’s ministry than any sophisticated
methodology or church-growth strategy. In Mark, we find Jesus asking the double
question of “Who do people say I am?" (Mark 8:27) and "Who do you say I am?" (8:29).
Of course, we know that these questions lead to Peter's confession of Jesus as "the Christ"
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(the Messiah). Mark’s agenda for including this narrative, which was also included in
Matthew, had obvious implications for anyone interested in following Jesus as a disciple
back in the early Christian community. It meant that a disciple of Jesus is not just
following a great moral or religious leader. Jesus of Nazareth is much more than that: he
is the Son of the Living God! This understanding would help affirm the centrality of
Jesus in any disciple’s life (Manno 628).
The Gospel of Luke. In the Gospel of Luke, we once again find Jesus being
intentional in the way he works at discipleship. We find Him spending a whole night
praying to God, asking for a clear sense of revelation for the names of those whom He
was to call into His inner circle of friends and followers. The following morning, He
called His disciples to Him and chose twelve of them. He would eventually appoint them
as apostles (sent ones). At first glance, it might appear as if this was the initial contact
with those followers; however, a more careful study of the facts reveals a different story.
We need to realize that His night of prayer on that mountain happened at least a year and
a half into Jesus’ ministry. This means that Jesus actually chose the Twelve from a whole
band of followers who had been around Him for a number of months already. According
to Mark, "He appointed twelve...that they might be with him and that he might send them
out to preach and to have authority to drive out demons” (3:14-15). Of course, Jesus’
agenda and hope was to delegate His earthly ministry to this small group, and, for this
purpose, He spent quality time in teaching, coaching, and meaningful fellowship. Jesus
knew well that long-term relationships are fundamental to discipleship.
Kyoung-Jin Kim expounds on an important emphasis that the Lukan material
makes in relation to discipleship:
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Stewardship is an important concept in the Lukan understanding of
discipleship. There are terms in Luke's Gospel which imply a masterservant or master-slave relationship between Jesus and the believer,
especially the prominent oikonomos term (Luke 12:42; 16:1, 3, 8, cf.
oikonomia, 16:2, 3, 4, and oikonomein, 16:2). A slave, who is his master's
property, cannot own property independently of his master. A steward
merely administers his master's property. For Luke, the believer does not
own property, but is only a steward. (105)

I believe this is relevant to our conversation here because it helps us understand that, as
disciples of Jesus, we see ourselves as sojourners in this world. Our citizenship is not of
this world, and we belong to a kingdom that is not in any way similar to the kingdoms of
this world. Jesus’ followers who understand this clearly also understand that they are to
live their lives within a community of other disciples whose faith experience is similar to
their own. In Luke’s expression of discipleship, we find that Jesus clearly understands
that true discipleship involves true relationships. One could say that the whole Gospel of
Luke is filled with Jesus’ teachings on discipleship. In summary, discipleship in Luke is a
costly endeavor that will require the whole of one’s life. As Bock says in his commentary
about the Gospel of Luke, “Any disciple who would follow Jesus needs to understand
that this choice will require complete commitment” (974). For those who are prepared to
count the cost and be a disciple of Christ, we have Jesus’ unbelievable model of
discipleship to follow as chronicled in the Gospel of Luke.
The Gospel of John. The word disciple(s) occurs eighty-one times in John
(compared to seventy-four times in Matthew, forty-five times in Mark, and thirty-eight
times in Luke). This is an important fact because it reveals for us a significant part of
John’s agenda for writing this unique Gospel. For John, being a disciple of Jesus is a
spiritual journey from immaturity to maturity in the knowledge of Christ. “John clearly
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identifies stages of development as a Christian grows spiritually and uses language that
expects spiritual maturity beyond the level of a ‘beginner’” (Hong 121). Jesus’ identity is
in fact unique as the only Son of the Father, and this grants Him full access to the
Father’s presence. However, because He also shares an intimate relationship with His
own disciples, they are now invited through Jesus to relationships with the Father and
with each other as part of God’s own spiritual family. Throughout the Gospel of John,
Jesus is described as the model of authentic relationship with the Father.
In John chapter one, Jesus enlisted His first ﬁve followers. John the Baptist
encouraged two of his followers to seek Jesus, and Jesus took them home for the rest of
the day. What happened immediately after is remarkable: Andrew, one of these disciples
of John, went out in search of his brother, Peter. Later, Jesus recruited Philip, and Philip
in turn brought Nathaniel. John is demonstrating here how the kingdom of God is
supposed to grow: one person at a time! This one-on-one, personal approach is in stark
contrast to the hit-and-run evangelism of our era. Today we tend to rush into people’s
lives looking for a high-commitment response for the Gospel we are bringing to them,
only to rush out again without assuming any responsibility for how that person lives out
their new faith commitment. We usually do not stay close enough or long enough to
make sure that the new believer grows into a mature disciple.
John also tells us that discipleship is always a “come and see” experience where
people invite others to become first-row witnesses of how they live their lives for God.
Instead of being overprotective of His personal space as many of us would today, Jesus
models here a refreshingly organic, personal approach to discipleship by being willing to
open His humble home and host His ﬁrst two followers. Jesus modeled for us here the
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fact that oftentimes effective discipleship begins with a meal, a get together, and the
casual sharing of one’s life and resources with those who we are trying to reach.
John would not let us miss the fact that Andrew and Philip each brought a friend
to Jesus, giving us a perfect example of how effective discipleship is when it flies on the
wings of personal relationships. All disciples of Jesus are to engage in becoming
witnesses of the One they have found; nonetheless, church growth experts tell us that
only a small percent of church attenders ever share their faith with others outside the
church walls. In fact, the reality is that after a number of years of socializing exclusively
with other Christians, new converts tend to sever all relational ties with old friends and
even with close family members who are not yet in the church, limiting the possibility
that these persons will ever come to Christ. Therefore, it is crucial for new Christians to
use the networks of relationship already in place for immediate evangelism and
discipleship.
The Gospel of John was written so that we may come to believe that Jesus is the
Messiah, the Son of God, and that through believing we may have life in his name (John
20:30-31). For John, however, believing is just the beginning of a journey into maturity
in Christ, not the end. In John 20:21, we have what sometimes is called the “Great
Commission in John,” which reads, “Again Jesus said, ‘Peace be with you! As the Father
has sent me, I am sending you.’ And with that he breathed on them and said, ‘Receive the
Holy Spirit.’” A mature disciple of Jesus will live out His or her life as a “sent one.”
Becoming mature and being fruitful (John 15) always go hand in hand; one cannot
pretend to be a mature disciple without also being fruitful. The fruitfulness John is talking
about here is not just resembling the character of Jesus as important as that is; it is also
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about reproduction. Disciples of Jesus produce other disciples of Jesus, and these will in
turn multiply into yet more disciples of Jesus. No one is a fully a disciple of Jesus unless
both maturity and fruitfulness are present.
Jesus and His Disciples. It is important to look closely at Jesus and His own
disciples just to make sure we understand the way he went about the task of discipleship.
Carl Wilson is very helpful in understanding Jesus’ discipleship dynamics; he says:
It is my conviction that Jesus and His apostles had a program for about
three and a half years that formed the foundation for future growth to
maturity and for the basic skills for carrying out a ministry. After that,
they were ready to have a ministry of their own under the guidance and
power of the Holy Spirit. Just as a public school education is given to
students to give them a foundation for future life, so these three years were
basic training for growth and ministry. Since this covered only a threeyear period, a transferable training could be developed and communicated
by repeated demonstration. (64)

As we know, Jesus spent more than three years building up His followers. In those years,
He taught the original twelve disciples all they needed to know in order to fulfill the
mission He was setting for them. It is also quite possible that the Twelve helped Jesus
train a larger group made of seventy (or seventy-two) disciples (Luke 10). It is not farfetched to assume that Jesus’ inner circle was being trained while also helping Jesus train
other disciples. He wanted the Twelve to know exactly how to multiply what they had
received, sharing it with others. In fact, we find Jesus in the Gospels teaching the same
lessons over again several times to other new groups of followers. The disciples would
have intuitively used the same approach in building their own disciples as Jesus used with
them and with the Seventy; “having seen this process at least twice and partially a third
time, they would have followed it subconsciously” (Wilson 69).
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George Martin, quoted by Greg Ogden, takes Jesus’ strategy and challenges
pastors to apply it to the way they think about ministry today:
Perhaps today’s pastor should imagine that they are going to have three
more years in their parish (church) as pastor—that there will be no
replacement for them when they leave. If they acted as if this were going
to happen, they would put the highest priority on selecting, motivating,
and training lay leaders that could carry on as much as possible the
mission of the parish after they left. The results of three sustained years of
such an approach would be signiﬁcant. Even revolutionary. (70)

This idea is quite intriguing to say the least. Once again, discipleship and leadership
development are intentional tasks that should never be left to chance.
The Gospels record many occasions where Jesus addressed large crowds that
came to hear His life-transforming teachings. However, when we take a closer look at the
Gospels, we discover that it was not His speaking to the large crowds that made a
permanent impact. What carried the ministry of Jesus after His death was the time he
invested with smaller groups, specifically the Twelve. Jesus invested Himself in a group
of twelve men. These men spent three years in close relationship with Jesus during the
time of His public ministry, and the heart of Jesus’ ministry was His investment in the
lives of His disciples. We call this process discipleship. This is the pattern that Jesus
Himself used. It is not difficult to imagine that He also expects us to use it today in order
to carry on the ministry of reconciliation that He began.
The Book of Acts. In the book of the Acts of the Apostles, we find that
evangelism and discipleship are intrinsically related to each other, that they are at the
heart of God’s mission, and that they provide the missional identity of every local
Christian congregation. “Evangelism is itself the invitation to discipleship, a new life in
Christ, the acceptance of which invitation renders evangelism part of our own missional
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identity. Evangelism as discipleship is therefore indeed a life-transforming encounter!”
(Avtzi 187).
The discipleship model we encounter in the book of Acts is primarily formed by a
rhythm of life for new believers that includes deep reflection in Scriptures; the deepening
of personal relationships through intentional times with other believers, including meals
together and individual and communal prayer. We clearly find such patterns described in
the summary of the activities of the three thousand people who were baptized in Acts
2:42. This passage says that these new believers “devoted themselves to the apostles’
teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers” (emphasis added).
Scripture reading, intentional relationship building, and prayer seemed to be crucial
habits of the heart for these original disciples in order for them to follow Jesus in life.
These missional habits were so powerful that people around them (gentiles and Jews
alike) started to notice them. Quoting Leslie Newbigin about the book of Acts, Patrick
Franklin notes “[w]hen God’s presence manifests in this manner people start asking
questions, and Newbigin finds it striking ‘that almost all the proclamations of the gospel
which are described in Acts are in response to questions asked by those outside the
Church’” (171).
In Acts 11:25-26, we find that for a whole year Barnabas and Paul invested their
lives into a group of new believers among the gentiles at Antioch. They worked so well
and so intentionally with this group of disciples that people started calling them
“Christians,” probably because their character and lifestyle clearly reflected the character
and lifestyle of Christ. Not only that, we know that a number of relatively new disciples
(according to our standards today) were sent from this particular church into the
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missionary field. This made the church in Antioch the first missionary church in Christian
history. This is a great example of the interrelationship between sound discipleship and
leadership development. It is obvious that Paul went on to repeat this pattern, which he
probably learned from Barnabas, in cities like Ephesus, Corinth, and others. As Wilson
clearly explains from his reading of Acts 20:
It appears that Paul spent approximately three years in the cities that were
his centers for teaching. He then left, apparently having taught all he
thought the believers needed to know. In Acts 20:31 Paul speciﬁcally
states that he had been in Ephesus teaching for three years and that he had
declared the whole counsel of God to the Ephesian church (cf. v. 27). He
seemed to be saying that he had obeyed Christ’s command to teach His
disciples to observe all things whatsoever He commanded. Paul probably
stayed in Corinth, Antioch, and elsewhere approximately three years.
Barnabas, Paul’s early leader, was probably one of the Seventy and
certainly a member of the apostolic community. Paul learned from
Barnabas’ model at Antioch and elsewhere. He was also probably familiar
with Jesus’ early ministry. (69)
By teaching the new disciples of Jesus everything they needed to know (“the whole
counsel of God”), Paul made sure that they were equipped to multiply in others the life of
Jesus that was in them.
The Pauline Corpus. A number of scholars have noticed that as we move out
from the Gospels and the book of Acts towards the Pauline Corpus and the Universal
Epistles, the use of the word “disciples” or “discipleship” virtually disappears. As A.
Boyd Luter explains, “It is surprising to some people to learn that neither the word
disciple nor the verb to make disciples is found anywhere in the New Testament Epistles.
This is in stark contrast to the Gospels and the Book of Acts where these forms are used
more than 250 times” (267). Instead, the Pauline Corpus uses common Greco-Roman
expressions such as “my son” and “as a father to his son” language to describe close
mentoring relationships.
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One of the most relevant statements that the Apostle Paul makes about
discipleship in his epistles comes from his second letter to Timothy: “And the things you
have heard me say in the presence of many witnesses, entrust to reliable men who will
also be qualified to teach others” (2 Timothy 2:2). This statement, which sometimes has
been called the 2:2:2 principle, clearly shows that Paul understood discipleship as a
multiplying endeavor. In Paul’s missional mindset, discipleship is not simply about
winning a person to Christ. Winning someone to Christ without teaching that person how
to effectively repeat the same formation process with someone else reflects a simple
addition mentality. Instead, we find four generations of disciples in the 2 Timothy 2
passage: “And the things you [Timothy, second generation] have heard me [Paul, first
generation] say in the presence of many witnesses, entrust to reliable men [third
generation] who will also be qualified to teach others [fourth generation].” What we find
here is not the formula 2 + 2 + 2 + 2 = 8 but rather 2 x 2 x 2 x 2 = 16. This verse moves
us from an addition mindset to a multiplication one which goes hand in hand with the
characteristics of God’s kingdom as we understand it from the many parables Jesus used
to describe the kingdom as an always-expanding phenomenon.
It is also important to remember that, for Paul, discipleship continues to be about
imitation. On several occasions throughout his epistles, Paul urges others to imitate him
and his “way of life in Christ Jesus, which agrees with what I teach everywhere in every
church.” (1 Corinthians 4:16-17). Similarly, we find Paul writing, “Follow my example”
(1 Cor. 11:1), “you ought to follow our example” (2 Thess. 3:7), and, “Whatever you
have learned or received or heard from me, or seen in me—put it into practice” (Phil.
4:9), among other examples.
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Imitation means that the new believer in Christ must begin to walk in a way that is
“worthy of Christ.” To do this, he or she must put off the old way of living, complete
with old vices and sinful lifestyle and put on the new life provided by Christ which brings
with it a number of virtues. To live “in Christ,” as Paul would say, means that the old
man (nature) with its practices has been taken off. The new man has now been put on and
is now being renewed (sanctified) in the image of God its Creator.
It is important to note that not very many people are saying the words “imitate me
as I imitate the Lord” in the church today. Perhaps this is because people feel that their
lives fall short of the example of Jesus and that they, therefore, are not worthy of being
followed by others. This is a significant challenge indeed; however, we need to realize
that people are not looking for a perfect example but rather a model that they can follow.
Instead of striving to be perfect, believers should consider what Jesus has already done
within them that they could transfer or teach to someone else and imagine the kind of
person that they would have to become for people to feel that there is something in them
worth being imitated.
The Book of James. Books like James give us practical wisdom for life in the
church and challenge us with what discipleship really looks like. It is well known that
Martin Luther thought James’ theological contribution was minimal due to its emphasis
in “good deeds” along with faith. Luther viscerally rejected James’ message that we
humans somehow play a role in saving ourselves. Nonetheless, James, in direct
relationship to the theme of discipleship, teaches us that to have faith is never enough if it
is not demonstrated in acts of love, grace, and compassion. In his work, Buckheit
explores the controversial debate surrounding the epistle regarding the relationship
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between faith and works, concluding that the two are inseparable and indistinguishable.
In his opinion, the neglect of discipleship as both faith and works in the contemporary
church is the reason for the discipleship crisis in our day (231). He also says that the
blame falls “on evangelism methods aimed at generating large numbers of converts who
do not seek to cultivate the type of commitment James described in his letter” (231).
The Letters of Peter. The Apostle Peter may have been the most opinionated of
the twelve apostles during Jesus’ ministry while He was on earth. In time, Peter also
became one of the most audacious witnesses for the faith he found in Jesus Christ. In the
Apostle Peter, we find perhaps one of the best examples of what it means to be a disciple
of Jesus. Through the maturing of his faith in Jesus, Peter is in time transformed from
being a disciple to becoming an Apostle…a sent one!
We know that Peter eventually matured from his past of being impulsive and
outspoken, but cowardly when faced with great adversity, to become a pillar in God’s
church. We can clearly see this remarkable transformation process in his writings which
are full of godly wisdom, spiritual insight, and authority. In the two epistles that Peter
wrote, he speaks about discipleship in a powerful way though without using the term.
Instead, he would use language such as “chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation,
people belonging to God” to talk about those who follow Jesus as disciples (1 Peter 2:9).
Here, Peter is using terminology commonly used in reference to the Children of Israel
(Deuteronomy 7:6). As chosen people, the disciples of Jesus are called to live lives that
look dramatically different from those in the surrounding world. For Peter, to be a
follower of Jesus means to live “as foreigners and exiles” in this world, as peoples whose
lives are drastically and radically different from the rest of society.
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This radical difference from the prevailing culture of the world means Christians
will often be scorned, ridiculed, and persecuted; this was actually happening to the
communities of believers in Peter’s historical context. Peter was clear that to be a disciple
of Jesus is to be willing to endure all the suffering that the world will be eager to bring
upon those who claim to live under the lordship of Christ: “To this you were called,
because Christ suffered for you, leaving you an example, that you should follow in his
steps” (1 Peter 2:21). Peter writes to encourage believers while also trying to reinforce
the fact that suffering should be expected. The fact of the matter is that those who believe
in Jesus in today’s reality are not used to suffering as a normal experience. Perhaps
because, at least not in the West, we do not experience persecution and distress as part of
our faith experience, there is a tendency in church-attending believers to dull the light and
the witness of their lives in order to avoid offense. For Peter, suffering, persecution, and
pain were an integral part of what it meant to be a disciple of Jesus.
The Letters of John. The Apostle John wrote his letters as an elderly man.
When he was a young man, he was called Jesus' "beloved disciple." As an older,
seasoned Christian leader, he passes on the faith that he learned at Jesus' feet. In 1 John
1:5-9, we read:
This is the message we have heard from him and declare to you: God is
light; in him there is no darkness at all. If we claim to have fellowship
with him and yet walk in the darkness, we lie and do not live out the
truth. But if we walk in the light, as he is in the light, we have fellowship
with one another, and the blood of Jesus, his Son, purifies us from
all sin. If we claim to be without sin, we deceive ourselves and the truth is
not in us. If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us
our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness.
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There are two direct implications to the theme of discipleship that could be extrapolated
out of these words. First, Disciples of Jesus are to walk in the light and not in darkness
which facilitates a clear, productive, and life-giving relationship with one another.
Additionally, confession of sin happens in relationship with others. The benefits of true
and effective confession of sin are only available to us when we are willing to become
vulnerable with others about the way we walk with Jesus on a daily basis. If we are not
“walking in the light,” we need to let other disciples of Jesus know so that we can hear
appropriate words of correction and admonition. As a direct result of our walking in light
and being in good conscience with one another, “the blood of Jesus, his Son, purifies us
from all sin.” Hence, “walking in the light of Jesus” is crucial for healthy and effective
discipleship to take place within the local body of Christ.
John, who is sometimes called the “Apostle of love,” also underscores love as the
greatest and highest commandment of our Lord Jesus Christ. “Whoever claims to live in
him must live as Jesus did,” John says in 1 John 2:6. Jesus in the flesh represents God’s
everlasting love for His creation. A disciple of Jesus is to walk in the same attitude of
love that Jesus did: loving God, loving neighbor, and with a steadfast resolve to obey the
Father’s will at all cost.
The Book of Revelation. The interpretation of the book of Revelation as a
statement on “radical discipleship” has been a common theme among a number of
scholars10 This reading of the book understands it to be a handbook for radical disciples
of Jesus who are facing fierce persecution at all levels of society from the Roman Empire.
10

See Ched Myers, William Stringfellow, Richard Horsley, Daniel Berrigan,
Joerg Rieger and Jacques Ellul for more on using this hermeneutical lens when
approaching the book of Revelation.
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The goal of the writer, according to Howard-Brook and Gwyther, is to teach the readers
“how to remain faithful to the spirit and teachings of Jesus and avoid simply assimilating
to prevailing pagan culture surrounding them” (245).
Assimilation to the prevailing culture, and ultimately compromise of the faith and
values received from Jesus the Messiah, has always been a significant temptation for
believers in any century. A central temptation for Christians in the 1st century or the 21st,
is to fail to remain faithful to the teachings and life example of Jesus. Surrender to the
relentless pressures imposed by the prevailing culture, which wants believers to conform
and assimilate to its worldly ways, is a prevailing force of immense magnetism. Cultural
values, such as individualism, nationalism, patriotism, consumerism, and civil religion,
are perhaps among the most insidious forces clamoring for the allegiance of the average
disciple of Jesus in the United States today. The radical discipleship interpretation of the
book of Revelation, therefore, asserts that the primary agenda for writing the book was to
expose as deceivers all the worldly authorities that seek to compete against the ways of
God.
Section II—Discipleship in Church History

Moving beyond the expressions of discipleship that we find in the Old Testament,
the Gospels, the book of Acts, the Pauline Corpus, the Universal Epistles, and the book of
Revelation, we find in ecclesial history remarkable examples of real discipleship—
exactly the type of discipleship that the MDI is seeking to promote by coaching local
church leaders to develop church cultures with discipleship at the center. The expressions
of discipleship we will explore in this section are usually in stark contrast with
contemporary discipleship methodologies. Today, we have largely reduced “being a
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disciple” to making a profession of faith, receiving baptism, and participating in the life
of the local congregation. After that, one is pretty much living an isolated Christian
experience. The entrenched American value of individualism (the individual is the
architect of his or her own destiny) has led Christians to act as if we do not really need
each another. Though high value is placed on weekend church services, this is quite
disconnected from daily life and faith experiences.
The examples in this section are all remarkable enough to prove that effective,
life-giving discipleship practices have long been present in the church, though perhaps in
small doses at particular times in history. These examples are taken from the Early or
Apostolic Church, the Patristic Church, the Imperial Church, the Medieval Church, the
Reformation, the Radical Reformation or Anabaptist movement, the Methodist
movement, the Church Growth movement, and finally, the current Missional Church
movement. All great Christian movements, both in the past and in the present, have
demonstrated an obsession with discipleship practices. The process of disciple-making,
regardless of where you look in history, involves winning others to Christ and teaching
them to obey the commands of Christ with an emphasis on enabling them to walk worthy
of their vocation (Luter 269).
We clearly do not have all the space or time to in this project explore each one of
the Christian movements of the past in great depth. We will attempt, however, to
highlight their main contributions to the specific theme of discipleship.
The Early or Apostolic Church
In James 1:27, we read, “Religion that God our Father accepts as pure and
faultless is this: to look after orphans and widows in their distress and to keep oneself
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from being polluted by the world.” This is exactly what we find the Early Church doing
within the Roman Empire in spite of growing hostility toward their newly found faith. As
Harnack reminds us, “It was by preaching to the poor, the burdened, and the outcast, by
the preaching and practice of love, that Christianity turned the stony, sterile world into
fruitful field for the church. Where no other religion could sow and reap, this religion was
enabled to scatter its seeds and to secure a harvest” (24). Such remarkable display of
selfish love for neighbor, and even for enemies, serves as a model for us to follow up to
this day.
When we talk about the Apostolic church, we are not just identifying that it was
led directly by first generation disciples of Jesus (the Twelve). We are also referring to
the fact that this expression of church continued embodying the mission of the Savior of
the world (Van Gelder 257). Mennonite theologian Palmer Becker expresses this idea
masterfully:
For the disciples, ultimate allegiance belonged to Jesus. He was
inaugurating God’s social order. This order and the relationships in it
functioned as the continuing body of Christ. The task of the disciples and
all subsequent followers was to continue what Jesus had begun. They
followed his nature and style in daily life. To live in joyful obedience to
Jesus required something supernatural. It required followers to be “born
again” (John 3:3 KJV). To be born again meant to make a new start.
Disciples needed to repent, or turn from, following other lords or loyalties
and to commit themselves to following Jesus as their living Lord. On the
day of Pentecost they received the Holy Spirit, which gave them the
insight and power needed to live as Jesus. (30)

Once the new disciples had been empowered to follow Jesus in a supernatural
way, they were ready to follow Jesus’ last words as recorded in the Gospel of Matthew:
“All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Therefore go and make
disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of
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the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And surely
I am with you always, to the very end of the age” (Matthew 28:19-20). Therefore, born
again, Holy Spirit-empowered disciples of Jesus, go out to the outside world fully aware
that the only reason they can fulfill Jesus’ last words is because He has promised to be
with them always till the end of time.
The fact that we are still talking about Jesus today tells us that the Twelve did a
great job of fulfilling Jesus’ last words of direction. The goal, once again, was to make
new disciples of Jesus by teaching them to obey everything that Jesus had commanded.
Luter explains, “The elements of baptizing, and teaching obedience to Jesus’ directives
were widely applied during the establishing of new Christian communities in the New
Testament/Apostolic era. Following this pattern of making disciples — and thus
establishing new thriving churches — must be a prime objective for church leaders
today” (272). Unfortunately, most churches today seem to have settle for making cultural
Christians instead which, by virtue of their natural consumeristic tendencies, normally
lack the necessary apostolic impulse to actively continue the expanding process of
Christ’s mission in this world.
It was noted in the prior section on discipleship in the book of Acts that the
missional habits and discipleship experience of the Early Church gravitated around
several specific practices. “In Acts we see a glimpse of the way in which the early church
practiced the disciple-making task: ‘add[ing] to their number . . . teaching . . . fellowship .
. . praising God . . . [giving] to anyone as he had need" (Shirley 212). This passage from
Acts 2 actually serves as a list of priorities, almost a curriculum outline, that gives us a
sense of direction both as individuals and as local congregations: Christians should focus
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on evangelism, teaching the Word, intentional fellowship, Christ-centered worship, and
ministry to those in need.
The Patristic Church
All Christian movements naturally tend to become institutionalized. It is not an
intentional process; it just happens! As the institutional mores grow deeper, there usually
are grassroots renewal movements that call the institution back to faithfulness to the
Founder’s values. Revitalization usually takes the form of aggressive, effective, and
intentional discipleship. Many monastic movements initiated during the early centuries of
the church, such as that of Saint Anthony, called the church back to its evangelizing,
disciple-making mandate and sparked a much-needed revolt against the imminent
stagnation of the church. Intentional-relational disciple-making has always been God’s
strategy to reach out to the crown of His creation. Think about this: when the era of the
Patristic Church began in 100 AD, the church was between seven thousand and ten
thousand people; two hundred years later, the church had grown to more than thirty
million (Stark 157). This phenomenal growth was driven by intentional disciple-making.
This was before Constantine’s 311 AD assimilation of the Christian faith which injected
the deadly poison of nominalism into the church’s bloodstream and began the Imperial
Church era.
The rise of Christianity as a social and religious movement in the first three
centuries AD was nothing short of miraculous. Such growth and unprecedented
expansion was driven in great part by the fact that a higher ethical standard and a deep
love for the God of Israel and His Son as revealed in the person of Jesus of Nazareth was
evident in the lives of Christians. People also paid close attention to the fact that believers
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loved their enemies and took good care of the needs of their immediate neighbors. The
words of the Greek apologist Athenagoras (177 AD), as quoted by John Driver,
eloquently describe the church of the time:
But among us you will ﬁnd uneducated persons, and artisans, and old
women, who, if they are unable in words to prove the beneﬁt of our
doctrine, yet by their deeds exhibit the beneﬁt arising from their
persuasion of the truth: they do not rehearse speeches but exhibit good
works; when struck, they do not strike again; when robbed, they do not go
to law; they give to those who ask of them, and love their neighbors as
themselves. (213)
It is clear, judging by Athenagoras’ words, that the rise of Christianity was not easy,
pretty, or even very well organized. The engine behind its potency, though, was the
presence of faithful disciples of Jesus, many of whose names we will never know, who
decided to follow their Lord even if it meant paying the highest price: martyrdom.
Polycarp, Justin Martyr, and Tertullian. To be a disciple of Jesus in the era of
the Patristic Church meant that one should be ready to face martyrdom if required. It is
not that Christians intentionally looked for opportunities to demonstrate their bravery,
they wanted to live long and fulfilled lives as much as anyone, but a social and political
environment that was increasingly hostile towards the Jesus movement ended up creating
hundreds of martyrs for the cause of Christ. The examples of discipleship in the midst of
harsh, relentless persecution are many, but to illustrate this point, the stories of Polycarp
of Smyrna, Justin Martyr, and Tertullian of Cartage will suffice.
Polycarp of Smyrna. Polycarp (69 –155 AD) was a second-century Christian
bishop in the city of Smyrna. According to tradition, he had been a disciple of John the
Apostle who ordained him bishop of Smyrna. The same tradition tells us that, because of
his refusal to recant from his faith in Jesus, he was first bound and burned at the stake,
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then stabbed when the fire failed to burn his flesh. With Clement of Rome and Ignatius of
Antioch, Polycarp is regarded as one of three chief Apostolic (Patristic) Fathers
(Britannica, “Saint Polycarp”). Edward L. Smither gives us an insight into Polycarp’s
amazing story:
The Martyrdom of Polycarp is a famous account of the bishop of Smyrna's
arrest and execution around 155 AD. Though generally discounted
because of the voice heard from heaven and Polycarp's inflammability at
the stake, it was nevertheless recorded by eyewitnesses shortly after the
event. While the author is clearly biased toward Polycarp's humility and
holiness, the work is addressed to the community of faith to encourage
them to follow Polycarp’s imitation of Christ even to the point of
martyrdom. Thus, he was an outstanding martyr whose martyrdom all
desire to imitate, since it was in accord with the pattern of the gospel of
Christ. (151)

Martyrs were faith athletes revered by all and imitated by many. These saints gave the
masses of fearful believers an example of endurance and resolve that they could follow.
When asked to recant his faith in Jesus, the words of Polycarp of Smyrna are remarkable
and have been a source of inspiration for many centuries. When asked to curse Christ,
“Polycarp answered: ‘For eighty-six years I have been his servant and he has done me no
wrong. How can I blaspheme against my king and saviour?’” (Chadwick 9). Chadwick
also adds, “[Polycarp] was not only a great teacher but also a conspicuous martyr, whose
testimony, following the gospel of Christ, everyone desires to imitate” (17). The main
reason why Christian martyrs were held in such high regard among their peers was that
they became the epitome of what a disciple of Jesus should look like.
Nothing brought one closer to being Christ-like than imitating Him in His
sacrificial death for others. The reality is that discipleship in many instances will
inexorably lead to a certain death, so “the disciple of Jesus must be ready and willing for
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the ultimate self-sacrifice, for the total giving of himself to Jesus and to the gospel even if
this means death at any given time and place” (Trakatellis 283). In his excellent analysis
of the theme of martyrdom in the Christian church, Martyrdom and Persecution in the
Early Church, W.H.C. Frend explains why this was the case:
Behind their action lies the whole theology of martyrdom in the early
Church. They were seeking by their death to attain to the closest possible
imitation of Christ’s Passion and death. This was the heart of their attitude.
Christ himself suffered as a martyr. Love of Christ and hope of salvation
through Christ alone was their inspiration and the essence of their faith.
The martyr was ‘a true disciple of Christ’, one who ‘follows the Lamb
wheresoever he goes’, namely to death. (14)
If we take Frend’s words seriously, we accept that even today imitation of Christ means
facing the possibility of being ridiculed, persecuted, and tortured, or even dying a
martyr’s death for the cause of Christ.
Justin Martyr. There is no better example of this than the great Justin Martyr
(100-165 AD). Justin was an early Christian apologist and is considered the foremost
commentator on the theory of the Logos in the 2nd century (Rokeah 22). Justin Martyr
strongly believed that the old forces that previously cultivated a spirit of war in humans,
now, via the sacrifice of Jesus on the cross, have been completely replaced, cast away by
the new Spirit that has adopted us as part of God’s family. Therefore, the believer in
Jesus Christ is now an instrument of peace. The central goal of the body of Christ is not
simply to make the prevailing culture more just or more caring but to provoke change by
exposing individuals to the power of the gospel of Jesus. “Missional communities
representing the reign of God will be intentional about providing the space, the time, and
the resources for people to unlearn old patterns and learn new ways of living that reveal

Lorenzana 88
God’s transforming and healing power. As a culture-forming endeavor, Christianity is a
cultivating process that produces people in a particular way” (Guder 152).
Following this example, the MDI seeks to provide implementing congregations
with “the space, the time, and the resources” necessary to facilitate the transformation of
the individual from being a mere believer to becoming an effective disciple of Jesus who
knows how to make other disciples of Jesus. Our business is creating change from the
inside out in the lives of individuals and in our communities of faith. The reality of such
deep transformation in those who follow the Way of Jesus is affirmed by Justin Martyr
who is credited with saying, “we who formerly hated and murdered one another now live
together and share the same table. We pray for our enemies and try to win those who hate
us” (Justin Martyr 375).
Tertullian of Cartage. Tertullian (140-230 AD), another patristic father and
skillful theologian whose life and ministry became an important point of reference for
believers around the Roman Empire, has been credited with the phrase, “Christians are
not born, they are made!” As we can infer from his words, for Tertullian, the task of
Christian discipleship is foundational for the mission of the church which is always
susceptible to multiple forces and inﬂuences coming from the surrounding culture. The
world will always attempt to socialize or enculturate disciples of Jesus into the values of
consumerism, individualism, and self-dependence that are so characteristic of Western
societies. Similar values were also obvious during the life of Tertullian. Tertullian knew
that if the church will not make disciples effectively, the world will take over the job. The
Christian community has the obligation and challenge to form a people with unique
habits of the heart. In this way, the church becomes an alternative social construct where

Lorenzana 89
people learn anew how to behave in ways that are worth of the high calling placed upon
them (Guder 152). Quoting Tertullian in his book The Great Omission, Dallas Willard
writes:
Men cry out that the state is besieged; the Christians are in the fields, in
the ports, in the islands. They mourn, as for a loss, that every sex, age,
condition and even rank is going over to this sect; we are but of yesterday,
and yet we have filled every place belonging to you—cities, islands,
castles, towns, assemblies, your very camps, your tribes, companies,
palace, senate, forum; we leave only your temples. . . All your ingenious
cruelties can accomplish nothing. Our number increases the more you
destroy us. The blood of the martyrs is their seed! (228)
Tertullian, who was the first Latin father of the church, died between 220 and 240 AD.
Even though Tertullian did not die a martyr’s death and actually lived an extremely long
life, the words of his famous statement, “the blood of the martyrs is their seed,” pack a
powerful punch and surely motivated believers everywhere to remain faithful to their
calling in the midst of vicious persecution and mistreatment.
The Imperial Church.
Constantine and Christendom. Constantine the Great (272-337 AD) is the Roman
Emperor directly responsible for the rise of Christianity as the most important religious
movement ever within the Roman Empire or anywhere else. Constantine’s controversial
conversion to the Christian faith and subsequent involvement with Christian bishops and
Christian theological disputes makes him a towering figure during the Imperial Church
era. Constantine’s favoritism of Christianity and of Christian leaders, as well as his
ambitious building projects on behalf of the church, eventually gave birth to the
sociopolitical and religious phenomenon known as Christendom. Missiologist Michael
Frost defines Christendom in the following way:
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“Christendom” is the name given to the religious culture that has
dominated Western society since the fourth century. Awakened by the
Roman emperor Constantine, it was the cultural phenomenon that resulted
when Christianity was established as the ofﬁcial imperial religion, moving
it from being a marginalized, subversive, and persecuted movement to
being the only official religion in the empire. Whereas followers of Jesus
at one time had met secretly in homes and underground in catacombs, now
they were given some of the greatest temples and meeting spaces in the
empire. They were, in quite literal sense, handed the keys of the Roman
kingdom. (Frost, Exiles 2)
Because of the sudden influx of “new” Christians joining the church from all parts of the
Roman Empire, it became a daunting task for Christian bishops to sort out who was
genuinely a believer. Some of these new believers were joining out of social pressure,
others for mere convenience and yet others out of genuine conviction. It is a welldocumented fact that it became increasingly difficult to find a job in the Roman
government without adhering to the emperor’s religion. In order to address this problem,
a process called catechumenate was put in place. At this point in time, the discipleship
process became a three-year plan for new converts with the purpose of growing them in
the grace and knowledge of Jesus (Kreider 39). New converts—now called
catechumens—regularly heard biblical preaching and reflections from the Gospels,
received basic theological training, and renounced their sinful practices. Every step of
this process was drenched in relational interaction with other disciples, including a
sponsor who usually walked with the new believer until he or she was ready to go down
to the baptismal waters.
Important Christian leaders of the fourth century, such as Cyril of Jerusalem and
John Chrysostom, led the catechumenate movement, teaching literally thousands of new
believers how to stay away from heresy while maintaining a growing faith in Christ. The
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process included at least three distinctive stages over the course of three years and began
with an interview of the aspiring disciple where the candidate’s sponsor was asked
questions such as, “[I]s this person living a good life? Does he respect his parents? Is this
person a drunkard or a boaster?” (Kreider 44).
All this is significant to what the MDI is trying to accomplish for several reasons.
First, the catechumenate happened in small groups (or classes) where new disciples of
Jesus were learning the importance of sharing life together while also learning about the
Christian Scriptures. Secondly, someone else, usually a more seasoned and experienced
disciple, sponsored the new disciple. The sponsor was key in the growth and
establishment of the new disciple, and this was accomplished by investing significant
time and resources from the part of the sponsor into the new believer in order to make
sure that the new disciple grew in faith and in virtue. The MDI project also believes that
sponsoring others in their Christian faith is one of the keys for provoking a discipleship
culture around our local congregations, and we do so in the context of smaller, more
intimate groups called Missional Discipleship Groups or MDGs.
Augustine of Hippo. Augustine’s (354-430 AD) conversion to the Christian faith
was perhaps one of the most famous and celebrated ones during the Imperial Church
period. His many writings and theological statements deeply influenced the development
of Western Christianity and Western philosophical thought. Augustine saw himself as the
one in charge of the Christianization of Northern Africa and his emphasis was on
building a faithful church that would be “orthodox in its belief, obedient in its behavior,
and universal in its ‘Catholic unity’” (Kreider 55). In addition, Augustine wanted to make
sure that imitating Christ was at the core of a disciple’s experience. For instance, in
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Sermo 311, when talking about the subject of martyrdom, he says “the right way to
celebrate the festivals of the martyrs should be by imitating their virtues. It’s easy enough
to celebrate in honor of a martyr; the great thing is to imitate the martyr’s faith and
patience” (Smither 155). It is not the celebration of a martyr’s life or death that was
crucial here; it was the fact that a martyr’s death mirrored the passion, death, and
obedience of Christ to the Father that was important.
Furthermore, Augustine’s leadership style involved an effective mentoring
component that allowed him to multiply his influence while also multiplying new leaders.
One of those mentees was Possidius. Possidius, bishop of Calama (today’s Algeria),
received the benefit of being one of Augustine’s disciples in a relationship that lasted for
four decades (Hermanowics 1). Edward L. Smither helps us better see the immense
influence that Augustine had on his mentee of many years:
Having been a member of Augustine's clerical monastery in Hippo,
Possidius certainly highlights Augustine's role as a mentor to emerging
spiritual leaders who would go on to serve as deacons, presbyters, and
bishops in the North African churches. Having benefited from Augustine's
training and preparation in the monastic context, Possidius of course
served for over thirty years as the bishop of Calama… His monastic
program, which followed in the tradition of Pachomius and Basil, where
the group itself was the key means of spiritual growth for individuals, was
dependent upon Augustine's disciples observing his tangible holiness in
the daily context of the monastery and church at Hippo. (166-167)

Close observation of a model of the Christian life that makes sense and is thoroughly
consistent is crucial for true discipleship to flourish. People are not looking for perfect
models who are impossible for anyone to follow; people are looking for real models,
people who are vulnerable and willing to teach others what they have learned as they
follow Jesus in spite of the many mistakes they make. This is actually one of the reasons
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people have consistently decided to join monasteries and monastic orders throughout the
centuries: people intuitively knew that within the walls of the monastery, they can find
the model of a faithful Christian life that they could learn from and that they could
follow. Not all models of the monastic life are worthy of our exploration largely because
most of the monastic orders in history decided to live their “discipleship” inside the
security of the monastery walls. There are a few examples, however, that actually fit our
previously suggested definition of discipleship.
Monasticism. Discipleship and monasticism have always walked hand in hand,
and spiritual disciplines have always been associated with the history of monasticism. In
reality, it seems like the monastic movement has been under-appreciated in many
evangelical circles. There are those that believe that the Christian life is not supposed to
be lived inside the confining walls of a convent or a monastery. Disciples of Jesus are to
be the salt and the light of the world as Jesus clearly said in Matthew 5:13-16:
You are the light of the world. A city built on a hill cannot be hid. No one
after lighting a lamp puts it under the bushel basket, but on the lampstand,
and it gives light to all in the house. In the same way, let your light shine
before others, so that they may see your good works and give glory to
your Father in heaven.

The argument Jesus is making here regarding being a beacon of light for the world to see
is fundamentally correct; however, it is also important to recognize that no one can be a
disciple of Jesus, and, therefore, a “light” for this world, while living in isolation from
other disciples and from the world. An important aspect of the monastic life was the
strong sense of community that sharing life together provided. Those joining the order
felt empowered by the strong culture of spiritual disciplines they found embedded within
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the community. The community provided them with perfect-enough models that they
could follow while acquiring new spiritual habits.
Others within the evangelical community also react to the idea that the monastic
life is based on a “works-righteousness” theology that easily leads to legalism. This
perception is rooted in a twisted view of grace that harvests passivity, the idea that there
is nothing one can do to further one’s salvation or to participate in any way in the process
of sanctification. Some even argue that “spiritual disciplines” are a human construct and
that they are not listed anywhere in the Scriptures. However, it needs to be said that Jesus
clearly practiced spiritual disciplines in a healthy and regular way. Since Jesus is our
model, leader, and teacher, we should follow His lead in this regard, adapting for our own
benefit the practices that He so faithfully used to connect with the will of His Father in
heaven. Jesus fasted, prayed, and spent extended periods of time in solitude and silence.
He served, he gave, he studied the Hebrew Scriptures, he was celibate, he was frugal, and
all these practices were evident in His life. Even though Jesus was the Son of God in the
flesh, it is not far-fetched to say that His mastery of these spiritual disciplines was key for
the success of His earthly ministry.
“Those who entered the monastery responded to the call to discipleship by leaving
everything behind for the sake of Christ and living lives of strict obedience. Their
discipleship was marked by a radical break and was costly” (Vanden Berg 342). The
monastic community’s intentional move to break with the word’s influence upon one’s
life is worthy of recognition without a doubt; however, believers are definitely also called
to live their faith before the world, recognizing at all times that even when we are “in” the
world, we are not “of” the world (John 17:14-16).
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On Spiritual Disciplines. Perhaps because an important part of the MDI project
is coaching leaders in local congregations as they develop small groups (MDGs) where
spiritual disciplines are practiced individually and communally, it makes it relevant to
pause and further develop the theme of spiritual disciplines. Again, the phrase “spiritual
disciplines” is not found anywhere in the Bible, but the Scriptures are flooded with their
presence and influence. Jesus obviously practiced them on a regular basis, the Early
Church promoted them, and the Apostle Paul seems to advocate for spiritual disciplines
occupying a central place in the life of a disciple of Jesus (1Tim 4:7b). For Paul, sowing
for the flesh will only produce “corruption,” whereas sowing for the spirit will produce
“eternal life” (Gal 6:8).
A “discipline” is commonly defined as a practice or specific training activity that
is expected to produce a specific character trait or pattern of behavior. Spiritual
disciplines can be described as those behaviors that augment our spiritual growth and
enable us to grow to spiritual maturity. The process of spiritual growth begins the very
moment a person surrenders voluntarily to the lordship of Christ and continues for the
rest of that person’s life. The purpose of spiritual disciplines, therefore, is the
development of our inner being as it conforms to the character of the risen Christ; they
“allow us to place ourselves before God so that He can transform us” (Foster 7).
Additionally, Richard Foster says spiritual disciplines enable us to impact others:
The classical Disciplines of the spiritual life call us to move beyond
surface living into the depths. They invite us to explore the inner caverns
of the spiritual realm. They urge us to be the answer to a hollow world. (1)
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Along the same lines, Dallas Willard suggests that spiritual disciplines should be
undertaken not in isolation but in the company of other disciples of Jesus who are equally
hungry for God’s presence and direction for their lives:
Spiritual formation is something we human beings can and must
undertake—as individuals and in fellowship with other apprentices of
Jesus. While it is simultaneously a profound manifestation of God’s
gracious action through his Word and Spirit, it is also something we are
responsible for before God and can set about achieving in a sensible,
systematic manner. (Renovation of the Heart 25)

In their local gatherings, disciples of Jesus are learning together how to follow Him daily
in practical ways. They need each other to accomplish this and this is why those
gatherings are a constant part of their life; “they are learning how to walk with Jesus and
learn from him in every aspect of their individual lives” (Willard, Renovation of the
Heart 241). Bill Hull in his book, The Complete Book on Discipleship: On Being and
Making Followers of Jesus, reminds us of Eugene Peterson’s declaration that, “American
culture is stubbornly resistant to the way of Jesus” (293). Perhaps because this is so
blatantly true, we need to be willing to walk with others as we pursue becoming Christlike. If we are not proactive in finding other disciples of Jesus with whom to walk, the
prevailing culture and its pervasive values will find a way to disciple us. Once again, Hull
reminds us that spiritual disciplines help us train our spiritual senses granting us the
spiritual muscle and the necessary reflexes for us to answer when the forces of this world
call for our allegiance. He says, “The disciplines of the Spirit…when they are practiced,
they make it possible for each person to do what needs to be done when it needs to be
done as it needs to be done” (286).
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It was Dietrich Bonhoeffer, who is considered one of the founding fathers of the
New Monasticism movement, who said in a 1935 letter to his brother:
The restoration of the church will surely come only from a new type of
monasticism which has nothing in common with the old but a complete
lack of compromise in a life lived in accordance with the Sermon on the
Mount in the discipleship of Christ. I think it is time to gather people
together to do this. (Robinson 155)

Believing wholeheartedly that Bonhoeffer is right, the MDI seeks to provide leaders in
the church with crucial discipleship vehicles and spiritual practices that could aid in the
spiritual formation of common believers sitting in the pews of the church. Regardless of
whether they are new to the faith or have been in the ranks of the church for a long time,
the vital spiritual disciplines of individual and communal prayer, Scripture reading, and
peer-to-peer accountability could help nurture a whole culture of discipleship and
disciple-making in the local church. These basic spiritual disciplines might be enough to
help any disciple of Jesus grow spiritual legs that could sustain a life of faith. Though the
MDI is not advocating for a monastic life, per se, it does call for local congregations to
create a more intimate space where spiritual disciplines are intentionally nurtured.
Simply stated, most local congregations do a poor job at creating spaces where
spiritual life can be nurtured and spiritual disciplines can be practiced together. Again,
the words of Willard are quite helpful to understand the results of this lack of space for
spiritual disciplines and healthy discipleship:
Churches are filled with “undiscipled disciples,” as Jess Moody has called
them. Of course there is in reality no such thing. Most problems in
contemporary churches can be explained by the fact that members have
never decided to follow Christ. (The Great Omission 4-5)
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It is truly remarkable that we, as local congregations, are able to accomplish so much
while asking so little from people. The fact is, though, that only true disciples of Jesus are
well-positioned to change the world; “undiscipled disciples” simply are not equipped to
do so.
Celtic Christianity
Patrick and Columba. Known as the Apostle to Ireland, the dates of Patrick's
life cannot be determined with exactitude, though historians know he was active as a
missionary and apostle in Ireland during the second half of the 5th century. It is clear that
Patrick could be credited as a founder of Christianity in Ireland. Along with Brigit of
Kildare and Columba, Patrick is widely recognized as being responsible for taking a
society immersed in practicing a form of Celtic Polytheism and converting the people to
Christianity (Elssworth 187). Phillip LeMasters provides us with great insight into the
minds of these missionaries, specifically in relation to the theme of discipleship:
Taken together, Patrick and Columba model a faith that sought to be in
constant communion with Jesus Christ. Nothing was more important than
following the Lord each day, and learning to see his presence in even the
most mundane affairs. Yes, the institutions of Celtic Christianity were
important to Patrick and Columba, but they were not ends in themselves.
Monastic buildings were to be functional and simple, not edifices to power
and wealth. The church existed to serve Christ and to point believers to
God's presence in the world, not to contribute to the income of clerics. As
well, both advocated a demanding discipleship that responded faithfully to
God's call as it was encountered daily. (478)

There is much to be learned from Celtic Christianity when it comes to Christian
discipleship including a relentless zeal for evangelism and a piety and praxis that looked
for the signs of God in nature as well as in everyday life. Their contribution is not a
unique theological system; they were more practitioners than they were theologians. They
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were aware of God’s presence in the mundane so they actively resisted the notion that
faith experiences should be compartmentalized away from the rest of life, an assumption
that prevails in modern western culture. “Their example of small, intentional Christian
communities committed to evangelism, study, and prayer puts to shame the watereddown discipleship that is often associated with mega-churches and culturally
accommodated denominations that prize popularity over fidelity to the demanding way of
Jesus Christ” (LeMasters 495). Likewise, believers today need to be willing to engage
the evangelistic/discipleship task both seriously and passionately.
The Medieval Church
From Celtic Christianity, we move on to the High Middle Ages in search of good
examples of intentional discipleship. The Middle Ages truly stretch from the fall of Rome
(c. 476) to the beginning of the Protestant Reformation in the early 16th century. There is
not space here to cover all possible examples from close to 500 years of ecclesial history.
Instead, we will focus on two main examples to illustrate the intentionality of discipleship
practices during this period in the history of the church: Peter Waldo (the Waldensian
movement) and Francis of Assisi.
Peter Waldo. Peter Waldo (c. 1140-c. 1205 AD) was the leader of a movement
focused on caring for the poor, translation of Scriptures into the vernacular, and outreach
using lay ministers. His translation of the Bible into the vernacular enabled his followers
to preach the gospel using their native tongue (Lochman 219). “The poor of Lyon,” as
they became known, took quite literally Jesus’ instructions to "teach them to observe all
that I commanded you" (Matt 28). The Waldensians became an early test case in the area
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of lay ministry as the ministry of all believers was actually encouraged, even the ministry
of women which was revolutionary at that point in history (Fontis Calidi 14-16).
The intentional outreach and discipleship practices of the Waldensian movement
is an example for the MDI which is likewise hoping to promote a culture where everyone
who lives under the name of Jesus and is part of a local congregation will also invest time
and effort in pursing the difficult yet crucial task of disciple-making. Just as the
Waldensians promoted the ministry of all believers, the MDI is seeking to empower all
believers to purposely engage their natural relational network with the life-changing
gospel of Jesus. It seems that Peter Waldo was a man ahead of his time. As John Driver
suggests in his comparison of the Waldensian and Anabaptist movements to other
protestant reformers in relation to their understanding of mission and discipleship:
Mission was no longer perceived as the essential role of a charismatic
contrast-society. Instead, it became the task of solitary monks and the
religious orders who exercised the apostolic function in place of the
church. Only within the sectarian groups, such as the Waldensians of the
eleventh and twelfth centuries and the sixteenth-century Anabaptists, do
we find those who broke the grip of Constantinianism and were able to
join church and mission with an integrity similar to that which marked the
messianic community of the New Testament. (43)

The Waldensians and other similar historical Christian movements have taught us that
there is always a way of getting involved with God’s mission if only we are willing to
carefully discern the cultural forces that surround us while being willing to live
prophetically against their pervading influence.
Francis of Assisi. Francis of Assisi (1181-1226 AD) was one of the most
influential Christian characters of the High Middle Ages. In many ways, Francis
redefined what discipleship was all about during his lifetime. The kind of discipleship
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that he promoted was the kind that put an emphasis on doing more than just learning.
Imitating Christ and living life after the model of Jesus was Francis of Assisi’s goal in
life and the backbone of his philosophy for ministry. This meant that he was willing to
leave everything behind—wealth, family, friends, fame, power, or anything else for that
matter —which could in any way hinder him from following Jesus in his life (Hull, The
Complete Book on Discipleship 84).
Furthermore, while Francis held that prayer was at the center of a disciple’s work
along with other spiritual disciplines like renunciation, humility, simplicity, or poverty,
he also realized that none of these disciplines made much sense unless the motivation for
undertaking them was to nurture a more intimate relationship with Jesus. The fountain of
Francis’s own discipleship experience was an irresistible passion for the person of his
Lord. In summary, and as Ignatius C. Brady tells us, “It has been argued that no one else
in history was as dedicated as Francis to imitate the life, and carry out the work of Christ,
in Christ’s own way—Francis is sometimes even remembered as alter Christus, ‘another
Christ’” (Brady, Britannica online). For sure, the life of Francis of Assisi continues to
inspire disciples of Jesus to radical faithfulness to the ideal of becoming Christ-like
everywhere.
The Reformation Era
During the 16th century Reformation, a religious revolution took place in the
Western church. This impressive social movement had far-reaching political, economic,
and social effects. Its greatest leaders undoubtedly were Martin Luther, John Calvin, and
Ulrich Zwingli. The Reformation became the basis for the founding of the Protestant
branch of the Christian tradition (Britannica, Reformation). The Reformation took place
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during a convoluted time for the Western church. Over the centuries, the church, and
specifically the papacy, had become extremely immersed in political matters all
throughout the European continent. “The resulting intrigues and political manipulations,
combined with the church’s increasing power and wealth, contributed to the bankrupting
of the church as a spiritual force. Abuses such as the sale of indulgences (or spiritual
privileges) by the clergy and other charges of corruption undermined the church’s
spiritual authority” (Britannica, Reformation). To be sure, the very concept of what it
means to follow Jesus was put to the test in the midst of tremendous sociopolitical and
religious turmoil.
Our particular interest here is to explore what the reformers had to say about
Christian discipleship. We will look for intentional initiatives and practices that
motivated believers in local congregations to imitate Christ. For this purpose, we will
briefly mention Erasmus of Rotterdam, Martin Luther, and the Anabaptist movement
which is also known as the Radical Reformation.
Erasmus of Rotterdam. Erasmus of Rotterdam (1466-1536 AD) was a great
humanist scholar whose influential writings challenged the institutional church to reform
its promotion of popular superstitions while also urging believers everywhere to imitate
Christ as the supreme moral teacher of the Christian faith. As Christine Christ von-Wedel
asserts:
Erasmus offered a new approach that did not separate the active from the
contemplative life and instead reconciled the holy with the profane. He
differentiated between a life of the flesh and a life of the spirit, both of
which could be enacted inside or outside an official church place. Erasmus
argued that it is a life lived in the discipleship of Christ that sanctifies
Christians. (356)

Lorenzana 103
For Erasmus, the faith of the believer should not depend on complicated pilgrimages to
holy places or even on the celebration of a particular saint’s special day. The Christian
life, according to Erasmus, should be built upon simple disciplines and habits of the
heart, such as prayer and Scripture reading, which one could do anytime and anywhere
(Christ von-Wedel 356). Erasmus’ approach here is revolutionary, and certainly stands in
stark contrast with the Roman Catholic practices of his time. Erasmus was calling for a
renewal in how the Christian life was lived, encouraging the development of solid
foundational spiritual disciples both inside and outside of holy spaces. This is of great
relevance to the MDI project we advocate for here, because this new initiative also calls
for a definite return to forming spiritual disciplines needed for a believer to discern God’s
will which includes extensive devotional study of the Christian Scriptures as well as
individual and communal prayer.
Martin Luther. Martin Luther (1483-1546 AD) was German Augustinian monk
and also a professor of theology, a composer, a priest, and a seminal figure in
the Protestant Reformation. Much can be said about Luther’s crucial role during the 16th
century Protestant Reformation, but for our purposes here we will focus solely on
Luther’s specific philosophy and praxis in the area of discipleship. One of Martin
Luther’s most important contributions to the area of discipleship is his assertion that a
solid discipleship process provides a logical foundation for leadership development
within the church. In his own words, Luther explains:
In holy and divine matters one must first hear rather than see, first believe
rather than understand, first be grasped rather than grasp, first be captured
rather than capture, first learn rather than teach, first be a disciple rather
than a teacher and master of his own. We have an ear so that we may
submit to others, and eyes that we may take care of others. Therefore,

Lorenzana 104
whoever in the church wants to become an eye and a leader and master of
others, let him become an ear and a disciple first. This first. (245-46)

In direct relation to this thought, Alan Hirsch has done remarkable work outlining the
close connection between sound discipleship practices and leadership development in the
church. In his book, The Forgotten Ways: Reactivating the Missional Church, Hirsch
expounds upon how discipleship and leadership development have always worked
together in any Christian movement in history:
If this is not obvious by now, let me say it more explicitly: the quality of
the church’s leadership is directly proportional to the quality of
discipleship. If we fail in the area of making disciples, we should not be
surprised if we fail in the area of leadership development. I think many of
the problems that the church faces in trying to cultivate missional
leadership for the challenges of the twenty-first century would be resolved
if we were to focus the solution on something prior to leadership
development per se—namely, that of discipleship first. Discipleship is
primary; leadership is always secondary. And leadership, to be genuinely
Christian, must always reflect Christlikeness and therefore entails
discipleship. (119)
In essence, without nourishing healthy, new disciples of Jesus, it is virtually impossible to
develop new Christian leaders or even dream about planting new communities of faith.
The success of the church has always been intrinsically connected to its capacity to make
new disciples of Jesus who will in turn adopt Jesus’ vision for God’s kingdom.
The Radical Reformation. Grebel, Mantz, and Blaurock. The Radical
Reformation began in Zurich, Switzerland when former disciples of Hulrych Zwingli felt
deeply betrayed by their teacher who did not take the church reforms he proposed to their
ultimate extent. The Swiss Brethren, as they became known, wanted Zwingli to expose
the corruption in both the Roman Catholic Church and the expanding Magisterial
Protestant movement led by Martin Luther and many other reformers of the time. Conrad
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Grebel, Felix Mantz, and George Blaurock were some of the early Anabaptists leaders
who gave birth to what would eventually be called the Radical Reformation. It is
important for us who are trying to be faithful to Jesus’ mission today to reflect on what
these three leaders believed it meant to be the true church of Christ. The Anabaptist
discipleship experience suggested by these early leaders of the movement has great
potential not just to inspire but also to enhance and expand—perhaps even to correct—
important aspects of the understanding of discipleship in today’s evangelical churches
(Pilli 44).
The leaders of the Radical Reformation movement were not preoccupied with
trying to create a systematic theology that could be compared with that of the Magisterial
Reformers. Instead, they tended to be pragmatic in their approach to the Christian life,
focusing their attention on obeying the commands of Christ found in Scripture, especially
those found in the Sermon on the Mount. Their concern was not in trying to analyze
obscure passages of Scripture that had been debated throughout the centuries; instead,
their clear goal was to get church (ecclesiology) right by going back to its roots in the
New Testament. It is obvious that their emphasis concentrated on ecclesiological and
ethical issues, not on theological matters (Pilli 45).
“The understanding of a believer as one who visibly resembles Jesus the head and
Master characterizes Anabaptist self-expression to a much greater extent than it does the
larger Protestant Reformation” (Weaver 278). Early Anabaptist discipleship is less
rationalized and lacks layers of scholarly argumentation but is embedded in everyday
practices of Christian faith unlike their contemporaries’ approach which oftentimes
looked to achieve a more intellectually-driven process that was focused on defining a
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systematic set of beliefs or principles rather than living the words of Jesus Christ (Pilli
45).
The way discipleship was understood by Grebel, Mantz, Blaurock, and many of
the early Anabaptists could be synthetized into two important concepts: Gelassenheit
(submission or obedience to Christ) and Nachfolge Christi (following Christ). According
to the Global Anabaptist Mennonite Encyclopedia Online (GAMEO), “Gelassenheit
refers to self-surrender, resignation in God's will, yieldedness to God's will, selfabandonment, the (passive) opening to God's willing, including the readiness to suffer for
the sake of God, also peace and calmness of mind” (GAMEO online). Living in humble
submission to God’s will and constantly discerning Jesus’ commands and their
implications for our individual and communal lives was and continues to be an important
emphasis of Anabaptist Christians. One commandment that gained significant weight had
to do directly with treatment of enemies. Jesus’ command was to “love your enemies and
pray for those who persecute you” (Matthew 5:44); therefore, Anabaptists like Conrad
Grebel would say, “The gospel and its adherents are not be protected by the sword, nor
are they thus to protect themselves” (Snyder, Anabaptist History and Theology 42). To
live this way requires a willingness to submit to Christ and His word in complete
obedience to his requirements even if the cost is certain death in the hands of one’s
enemy. As Bonhoeffer writes in The Cost of Discipleship, "Only the believer obeys and
only the obedient believe” (Vanden Berg 63). Of course, history tells us that Bonhoeffer
was completely serious about his assertion here as he eventually died a marthyr’s death
on April of 1945 under Nazi Germany. Bonhoeffer’s book The Cost of
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Discipleship (Nachfolge) has become a modern classic and a guiding light of wisdom for
anyone who is serious about following Jesus regardless of the cost.
The visible mark of Anabaptist discipleship is ‘following after Christ’ (Nachfolge
Christi) in life. Following Christ is most noticeable in three areas where humans are
usually susceptible to temptation: the desire for material possessions, the temptation to lie
to others and oneself, and the temptation to coerce by violence (Snyder, Following In the
Footsteps of Christ 136). Snyder continues by describing the kind of “theology of
following” that the early Anabaptists featured as such:
The Anabaptists were sure that there had to be a necessary connection
between an inner, spiritual baptism and an outward baptism in water,
between an inner faith in God and an outer walk of obedience, following
in Christ’s footsteps… Christians are disciples Who have committed
themselves to following Christ on that path, yielding to God’s Will in all
things as Jesus did, not claiming possessions for themselves, speaking the
truth in all circumstances, humbly giving way in the face of evil power,
living non-coercively, willing to suffer rather than inﬂict suffering on
others. (37)

It was this consistent impulse to live in obedience to Christ that also fueled the
Anabaptist drive to join Christ in His mission of reconciliation by preaching the gospel,
making disciples, baptizing them, and launching new faith communities wherever they
went. It is historical fact that the beginning of the Anabaptist movement was marked by
an amazing drive towards not just preaching the gospel but also planting churches.
Something that can only be called an “apostolic impulse” drove hundreds, perhaps even
thousands, of Anabaptists from city to city, preaching the gospel, re-baptizing, making
disciples, and planting vibrant communities of faith. Perhaps this drive was greatly aided
by the fact that many of them were being persecuted because of their theological stance
which countered that of both Roman Catholics as well as Protestants.
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Unfortunately, and as is usually the case for new Christian movements, before
long the initial impulse that motivated them to go out of their communities and bring the
Gospel to new missional frontiers became significantly tamed. Institutionalization finally
set in, and the need for more structures, hierarchies, programs, and denominational polity
severely crippled the movement’s capacity for apostolic impact. As a result, the
movement became insular and more self-centered. Today, however, there are a
significant number of Anabaptists that seem hungry to rediscover the initial apostolic
impulse that gave birth to this movement that, like the Early Church, produced a
significant number of martyrs (to learn more about Anabaptist Martyrs, refer to Martyr’s
Mirror).
For almost five hundred years, the Anabaptist movement has emphasized a
number of beliefs and practices that we consider important for the success of the MDI
project. The Radical Reformation stressed elements such as the importance of the
Christian community, not just for fellowship but also for accountability purposes and for
Christian faith formation. “Radical Discipleship” in the Way of Jesus is also a key factor,
mostly because of their Christocentric hermeneutics where much attention is placed on
Jesus not only for His atoning death and resurrection but also for the way He lived out his
life. Anabaptists also emphasize what Jesus taught and tend to use a rather literalistic way
of reading Scriptures. For them, Jesus said what He meant, and He meant what He said.
Finally, they had great concern for making disciples of Jesus through relationships. Their
approach was up close and personal instead of trying to evangelize the masses. As
Rodney Stark asserts that this “is consistent with the early data of most new religious
movements since it seems that conversion is a person-by-person phenomenon that only
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gains momentum through social networks. Sudden, mass conversions simply don’t
happen” (155).
As we can clearly see, the Anabaptist tradition has a lot to contribute to the
Missional Church conversation and more specifically to the theme of discipleship. Hans
Denk, an outstanding leader of the South German Anabaptists, wrote, “No one can truly
know Christ except he follows him with his own life, and no one can follow him except
inasmuch as he first comprehend him" (Bauman 27). When discussing Anabaptist
hermeneutics, Ben C. Ollenburger states, “For the Anabaptists, Christ is a person to be
obeyed. Knowledge of Christ comes in walking with him, and only then, one can
understand what is written about him” (58).
As we have seen, the early Anabaptist movement stressed the idea that to be a
believer meant to follow Jesus closely in life. For most Anabaptists, this was a more
pragmatic brand of Christianity than the type of Nachfolge Christi set forth by Thomas à
Kempis about a century earlier in a remarkable book called The Imitation of Christ,
which was fundamentally a mix of mysticism and asceticism. Thomas à Kempis
presented a path to the imitation of Christ based on a focus on the interior life and
withdrawal from the world. The problem Anabaptists had with à Kempis’ approach was
that it lacked the fullness, richness, and practicality of the model for following Jesus that
they found in the pages of the New Testament (Bender, The Anabaptist Theology of
Discipleship 30). In summary, the believer only gets to know Jesus as he or she actively
follows Jesus (Nachfolge Christi) in complete submitted obedience (Gelassenheit) to His
commands.
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Anabaptists and the Centrality of Jesus. Mennonite theologian Palmer Becker
writes in his book Anabaptist Essentials: The Signs of a Unique Christian Faith, “Jesus is
the center of our faith. Community is the center of our life. Reconciliation is the center of
our work…Anabaptists lived those three values even if it meant death” (9). Even though
these emphases, particularly the first one, seem like ones that any Christian body would
claim, it is surprising to realize how Jesus’ life has been used as a means for attaining
eternal salvation and justification for sins but not as model for life to be closely followed.
In many Christian environments, Jesus has been reduced to the One that makes your life
“better,” or the One that “gives you what you need or deserve,” whatever that might
mean. The fact of the matter is that Jesus did not find us in bad shape and make us
better—He found us dead in our sins and transgressions and gave us life instead! This life
is not just “eternal life” in Heaven but also the possibility of living a fulfilled, exciting,
and rewarding life in the here and now. We find such life, however, only in making Him
the center of our own lives. The Anabaptist tradition seems to have gotten this important
concept for discipleship right from the beginning.
Once again, Palmer Becker helps us understand how this worked for early
Anabaptists:
While most Christians place greatest emphasis on Jesus as their Savior,
Anabaptist believers seek to give equal or even higher emphasis to the
lordship of Jesus. Saying “Jesus is Lord” is as important as saying “Jesus
is my Savior.” Jesus is to be the standard for both personal and social
ethics. “Jesus is Lord” is a short but essential creedal statement of the
Christian faith. (Becker 60)

Anabaptist Christians, therefore, recognize that putting the example of Jesus at the center
of the faith experience has life-altering implications. It means that one is willing to
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accept, and even embrace, the way of the cross as way of life. It also means that we are
willing to express our love to God and to our neighbor, regardless of who that neighbor
is, and join Jesus in his reconciling mission on earth by making disciples as we go about
our daily lives. Having a clear understanding of the centrality of Jesus’ identity to who
we are as believers is of crucial importance for our sense of mission in the world. It is not
accidental that Jesus called and set apart twelve of his closest followers to become his
disciples and apostles. He did it because He expected his disciples to have a proper and
adequate understanding of His messianic identity. In this regard, “[d]iscipleship means an
advanced knowledge of Christ, an understanding of his person which is beyond common
and average beliefs, opinions, rumors or vague ideas” (Trakatellis 281). It cannot be
otherwise, because the kingdom of God can only be move forward by faithful disciples
who know firsthand the roughness and the heaviness of the cross they have chosen to
carry upon their shoulders day in and day out. Mere “believers,” church “attenders,” or
spiritual “tourists,” as someone once called them, will never choose to carry such burden
upon themselves. As Harold S. Bender says in his work, The Anabaptist Vision:
To take up the cross daily meant to go out into conflict with the world of
sin and evil and fight the good fight of faith, taking gladly the blows and
buffetings of the world. To be a disciple meant to teach and to observe all
things whatsoever the Master had taught and commanded. (31)

As we can clearly see, Bender identifies discipleship as the central mark of Anabaptism.
He states, “First and fundamental in the Anabaptist vision was the conception of the
essence of Christianity as discipleship” (Bender, The Anabaptist Vision 27). This was an
all-encompassing conception which meant a complete transformation of a person’s entire
way of life. According to Bender, the transformation of the individual will eventually
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affect society as a whole. Discipleship is not a static concept; discipleship in essence is
embodied faith. For Anabaptists, an embodied faith is central to following after Jesus.
This means that in Anabaptist discipleship, ethics (how one lives) cannot be separated
from belief.
Finally, in The Naked Anabaptist: The Bare Essentials of a Radical Faith, Stuart
Murray emphasizes how following Jesus was a fundamental aspect of life for early
Anabaptists. He goes on to say that, “Lives of faithful discipleship were not a result of
striving to earn their salvation, nor cause for pride, but evidence that God was truly at
work in them” (58). The centrality of Jesus in the Anabaptist tradition means that the life
of Jesus will be fully and unequivocally evident in the lives of His followers.
Menno Simons. Our reasons for spending more time and space dealing with the
Radical Reformation in comparison with other streams of the Christian faith are clear: the
MDI project is, after all, nested within the missional agency of the Mennonite Church
USA and has, therefore, been nurtured by the emphases deeply rooted within this
movement. Another Christian leader who was nurtured by the Anabaptist movement was
Menno Simons (1496-1561 AD). He was not a founder of the movement but became its
main organizer, giving a sense of direction and purpose to the Anabaptist impetus for
mission and faithful discipleship.
Menno Simons rejected the Catholic Church and the priesthood not long before he
decided to cast his lot with the Anabaptists. For Simons, discipleship could not be
anything besides living out the deeds of Jesus Christ in our own bodies:
For true evangelical faith is of such a nature that it cannot lie dormant; but
manifests itself in all righteousness and works of love; it dies unto flesh
and blood; destroys all forbidden lusts and desires; cordially seeks, serves
and fears God; clothes the naked; feeds the hungry; consoles the afflicted;
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shelters the miserable; aids and consoles all the oppressed; returns good
for evil; serves those that injure it; prays for those that persecute it;
teaches, admonishes and reproves with the Word of the Lord; seeks that
which is lost; binds up that which is wounded; heals that which is diseased
and saves that which is sound. (Wenger 307)

This great statement indicates that, for Simons, discipleship is the process of opening our
hearts and minds so that we can get to know Jesus and learn how to live as He lived. This
knowledge is not a disembodied cognitive knowledge but is instead an intimate
knowledge that flows from a relationship with the Son of God that goes deeper inasmuch
as we go deeper in following Him. Put succinctly, following Christ is inseparably related
to knowing Christ. This brand of discipleship, as Menno Simons saw it, should move us
to a place where sterile doctrinal statements about Christ are not enough; they do not
quench our thirsty souls. Instead, this type of discipleship is driven by deep, growing love
which, in turn, opens our hearts, souls, and minds to a full participation in Christ’s
mission in the world where extraordinary deeds are realized by ordinary disciples.
Finally, it is fair to say once again that we all owe a great deal of gratitude to the
Anabaptist believers who lived in the 16th -17th centuries. We affirm that the many
struggles and sufferings of the Anabaptists have borne rich fruit. From them we have
inherited a rich tradition of following Jesus in life in real practical ways.
The Modern Church
Methodism. John Wesley and his Societies, Classes and Bands. John Wesley
(1703-1791 AD) is a giant among Christian leaders in church history. Among many other
notable achievements of his ministry are the small Christian groups he called classes and
bands which Wesley helped form and organize. These tools were used to develop
disciples of Jesus within an intensively biblical and prayerful environment while
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emphasizing deep personal accountability. He also appointed itinerant preachers and
evangelists (who were not ordained) with the purpose of taking care of the spiritual needs
of those participating in these smaller groups.
Methodist Societies, Classes and Bands. The heart of Methodism during the life
and ministry of John Wesley was definitely the Methodist’s emphasis on organizing
people into smaller more manageable groups. These were smaller groups designed for
discipleship, spiritual formation, and mutual support. In these small groups of various
sizes of believers, the dynamics gravitated around accountability to each other on how
faithfully they had followed Jesus since the last time they had been together (usually the
previous week). During their gatherings, they confessed their sins to one to another,
prayed for each other’s burdens and needs, and motivated one another to love God, love
neighbors, and do good works in the name of Christ. The genius of the Classes, for
example, was that people were nurtured in Christian discipleship by paying close
attention to what God was telling them through exploration of the Bible. The biblical text
found its way into people’s everyday experiences, and people were fully equipped to
obey God’s commandments as these were discerned in community (Henderson 1).
A number of accountability questions were the driving engine for the Methodist
Classes. Every time they met together, they asked one another these questions which
included “Have you the forgiveness of your sins? Have you peace with God, through our
Lord Jesus Christ? Have you the witness of God's Spirit with your spirit, that you are a
child of God? Is the love of God shed abroad in your heart?” (Henderson 2). Just these
few questions are enough to for us to perceive the powerful impact that these
accountability times would have had on participants who responded honestly and openly.
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Another good example is the Bands. The Methodist Bands were homogeneous
groups made of four to six people. They were intentionally made of people who shared
some similar characteristics in life, such as gender, marital status, or even age. This
smaller version of a class sought to provide a safe space for disciples of Jesus who
wanted to grow even more in the spiritual sense. These groups were by invitation only
and the members decided whether someone should be part of their group or not. Leaders
of these groups were key players in the success of their band and their main role was to
facilitate an open conversation using the provided questions as a guideline which were
similar to the ones used in the classes with a few variations (Henderson 3).
Henderson is quite helpful in further explaining Wesley’s focus on using small
group dynamics for effective discipleship:
He made sure that those who were serious about leading a new life were
channeled into small groups for growth and discipleship. These little
meetings were later called “classes” and formed the backbone of the
Methodist reformation for the next century. The “class meeting” turned
out to be the primary means of bringing millions of England’s most
desperate people into the liberating discipline of the Christian faith. (4)

The MDI project seeks to coach leaders in local congregation as they develop a
culture of discipleship utilizing an adapted version of John Wesley’s bands. The use of
Missional Discipleship Groups (MDGs) to nurture and develop disciples has been
described in the previous chapter. In our discussion of other fields that contribute to the
notion of discipleship, we will talk more about why smaller groups are so effective when
engaging the discipleship task is concern.
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Contemporary Church
Pentecostal and Charismatic Movements. Not many Christian movements in
history have had the impact that the Pentecostal movement has. The Pentecostal
movement, a movement that today is more than 600 million strong and continues
growing in number (Anderson 3), has taught the rest of us a number of significant lessons
in the area of discipleship. Perhaps the most important one is that the nature of
discipleship is deeply rooted in the identity of the church. The crisis in discipleship in the
church today is essentially reflecting a broader ecclesiastical identity crisis; the church
tends to forget that its identity is rooted in the Spirit of Christ. The church, as a
community of the Spirit, is to be guided, governed, empowered, and sent out by the Holy
Spirit. We have learned from Pentecostals that the only way of living a life of effective
discipleship is through the power of the Spirit of God. “To say it more clearly, the basis
for discipleship is life in the Spirit of God not in the knowledge of God. In concrete
terms, this calls for people born of the Spirit and not born out of educational paradigms –
people born for formation not for education” (Vondey 28). This is important because too
often we believe that by reading a thought-provoking book on the subject of discipleship
or by going to the latest convention on innovative discipleship strategies, we will get the
resources we need to change the current church culture in our local congregation.
Pentecostals keep reminding us what God revealed to the prophet Zachariah centuries
ago—that change happens “not by might nor by power, but by my Spirit, says the Lord
Almighty” (Zechariah 4:6). It is important that we go back to recovering our identity as a
movement of the Spirit of God and by doing this also recovering our drive to make
disciples of Jesus.
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I believe that the words of African Pentecostal leader J. Kwabena AsamoahGyadu summarize masterfully what the legacy of the Pentecostal movement has been for
the rest of Christianity:
What defines Pentecostalism is the experience of the Holy Spirit in
transformation, radical discipleship and manifestations of acts of power
that demonstrate the presence of the kingdom of God among his people…
the movement has taught us that the experience of the Spirit as a nonnegotiable element in Christian mission and discipleship ‘is ignored to our
common peril and impoverishment’ as a world church desiring authentic
spirituality in discipleship and mission. (Ma and Ross 10-11)

It is up to the rest to the Christian body to find ways to make sure that the type of
discipleship we promote is one where the role of the Holy Spirit is finally recognized as
central to accomplishing the church’s mission as God originally intended.
Church Growth Movement. In the 1930s, Donald McGavran, who is
considered by many to be the father of the Church Growth movement, began to develop
methods to grow churches based on business marketing strategies. McGavran would
claim in his many writings that the main reason he began to explore methodologies for
church growth that could be applied to churches in any context was the premise that
“God wants people to know Jesus Christ, to become his disciples, to know his power, and
to begin living as new creatures” (McGavran 1). As one can imagine, many who argue
that numbers have never been the concern of the gospel have not welcomed his methods.
Missionary Lesslie Newbigin, for example, as quoted by Patrick Franklin, says:
Mission is not just church extension. Newbigin points out that while
church growth is desirable, there is a deeper concern in the New
Testament (particularly the epistles) for the integrity and authenticity of
Christian witness. Anxiety and enthusiasm for rapid growth is not a
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biblical outlook. “In no sense does the triumph of God’s reign seem to
depend upon the growth of the church.” (180-181)

Newbigin is not alone in this critique; for instance, Michael Frost also says that when the
main way we contribute to the advancement of the reign of God is by making disciples,
this focus on disciple-making “doesn’t mean there won’t be numerical growth, but it will
be a by-product, not the goal” (The Road to Missional 67). Many others have voiced their
disagreement with McGavran’s propositions. Part of the reason for this has to do with the
fact that even though we have more than 1,600 megachurches in the USA today,11 the
country as a whole still has fewer believers now than it had thirty years ago. Interestingly,
after more than seventy years of implementing Church Growth movement strategies and
innovation in the areas of evangelism and ecclesiology, it does not seem like much has
been achieved in general terms. Specific churches that have applied principles proposed
by the Church Growth camp, or variations on those principles, have grown significantly;
however, the overall picture of Christianity in the West continues to be bleak.
In spite of the criticism the Church Growth movement has been submitted to in
the past by different sectors of the body of Christ, it is important here to rescue their
emphasis on discipleship. As McGavran says in his book Ten Steps for Church Growth,
“Churches and denominations grow as they find new segments of the population and
disciple them” (81). In relation to how small groups contribute to the persistent growth of
any congregation, McGavran has this to say:
We don’t speak much of the back door, but evangelism is ineffective if the
front door and the back door are both wide open. The back door will
remain open unless smaller groups within the larger Body not only
11

According to the research on Megachurches made by Dr. Warren Bird from Leadership
Network http://leadnet.org/how_many_megachurches/
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“welcome” new people but really incorporate them into the fellowship.
(87)

Smaller groups within the larger congregation do provide the love and care that makes
people feel wanted and accepted. For a new believer, or even someone who is exploring
whether to stay in a congregation or not, the goal is to feel like they are “one of us.” “The
new person has to be ‘grafted’ into some group in the church, and that takes doing”
(McGavran 87). This is very relevant to what the MDI project hopes to accomplish. We
coach implementing leaders on how to use smaller groups where a Facilitator works with
other two people on discipleship matters for a number of months. During our coaching,
however, we also explore other types of small groupings that could help catalyze a
meaningful discipling experience.
Missional Church Movement. Lesslie Newbigin (1909-98 AD) was one of the
outstanding Christian leaders of the twentieth century. Newbigin also contributed a great
deal to the Missional Church movement by challenging the 20th century church to relearn how to engage its surrounding culture, both culturally and politically, with the
Gospel of Jesus. Newbigin also helped us recognize a Christendom mindset that prevails
in Christian leaders and that keeps us oblivious to the fact that the gospel has been taken
captive by western culture (Franklin 189). For Newbigin, effective discipleship was at
the center of what needed to be done in order to have a church with a missional mindset
once again. In his work The Open Secret: An Introduction to the Theology of Mission,
Newbigin explains that “truth is to be found in a life of obedient discipleship to Jesus
Christ as he is to be known through a life lived in the community of disciples” (loc 2242).
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For many, the term ‘missional’ has become a familiar one in the latest literature
about the church both in popular and in academic circles. For others, ‘missional theology’
is just a new fad like others that have come and gone in recent church history. For more
than thirty years now, however, the Missional Church movement has been consistently
inviting the Body of Christ to go back to the “relational roots” of the Great Commission.
Being a missional church is primarily about learning once again the art of walking with
others in an intentional-relational mode that certainly leads to discipleship in the Way of
Jesus. Louis Barret, in the book Treasure in Clay Jars: Patterns in Missional
Faithfulness, describes the intense relational methodology used by Jesus as He went
about the discipleship task with his own twelve closest associates:
The Gospels describe how Jesus called together his disciples and
intensively trained them for the mission that would follow. Their
discipline was a “going to school with Jesus” — and their graduation was
the call to be apostles. Jesus’ disciples became his “sent-out ones,” his
witnessing people, empowered by the Holy Spirit. The Twelve whom
Jesus called became the founding generation of the church. As they lived
with Jesus, learned his message, watched his actions, they were being
molded by him to become salt, leaven, and light in the world. (61)

Jesus called the Twelve to live in close community with Him so that He could shape their
characters while also providing them with specific tools for the ministry ahead of them.
Likewise, the local church is to be a training place where those who are gathered receive
the necessary tools to go out into the world with the gospel. “Becoming a missional
congregation can be described as a process of biblical formation and discipling” (Barret
59). In addition, Brian McLaren uses the metaphor of a “dance” to help us understand
that the twin siblings of evangelism and discipleship should always work together:
Out: Evangelism as sales pitch, as conquest, as warfare, as ultimatum, as
threat, as proof, as argument, as entertainment, as show, as monologue, as
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something you have to do. In: Disciple-making as conversation, as
friendship, as inﬂuence, as invitation, as companionship, as challenge, as
opportunity, as dance, as something you get to do. (42)
It is necessary that we, the church of the 21st century, pay close attention to what those
championing the Missional Church theology and praxis have been prophetically saying
for a while: That church as usual is not enough. Something in the scorecard needs to
change if we want to reach out to a post-modern, post-Christian, and increasingly secular
society. It is necessary that we learn how to integrate the concepts of being a believer and
being a disciple of Jesus. A Christian is much more than just someone who by faith
comes to know Jesus as Savior and as a result is the beneficiary of eternal life whose
main goal is to live the Christian life within the safety provided by the family of God (the
church). A Christian should also be a faithful disciple who takes seriously and is active
in the practice of the spiritual disciplines and who is fully engaged in evangelizing and
training other disciples. As Shirley says, “I must be blunt: I find no biblical evidence for
the separation of Christian from disciple” (210).
In relation to our theme of discipleship, the contributions of the Missional Church
movement are many and come from a variety of sources. The Missional Church camps
take many different names such as Organic Church, Simple Church, Incarnational
Ministry, New Monasticism Movement, Home Church Movement, Emerging Church,
and others. However, in spite of emphasizing specific areas of ministry and having
distinctive ecclesiological flavors, all of these expressions tend to recognize the
importance of intentional-relational discipleship (and disciple-making) in order to truly
see a church on mission emerge. Fundamentally, the church is on mission only when the
disciples that she forms are on mission making other disciples. For this to be the case,
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some type of small-group structure will need to be in place. Furthermore, the Bible, as the
ultimate word in terms of morality and spiritual living, will need to become center stage
once again because “biblical formation takes place in small groups, often with a high
level of discipline and commitment…The common expectation is that the Bible will
speak and transform the life and actions of this community” (Barret 68).
Missional Church does not have to be a complex, ethereal concept that we
struggle to wrap our minds around. Being on mission with Jesus is a simple enough
concept that unambiguously involves the willingness to make disciples of others once
again. It might be a simple concept, yet being missional is not easy. In their fabulous
work on discipleship called Simple Church: Returning to God’s Process for Making
Disciples, Rainer and Geiger explain that:
Churches with a simple process for reaching and maturing people are
expanding the kingdom. Church leaders who have designed a simple
biblical process to make disciples are effectively advancing the movement
of the gospel. Simple churches are making a big impact. (14)

Rainer and Geiger continue to explain that a simple, strategic process for discipleship
within the local congregation needs to have the following four elements: clarity,
movement, alignment, and focus (81). Put succinctly, any congregation that is interested
in developing a culture of discipleship will need to put the discipleship task at the center
of everything that church does; there is no other way possible!
Steve Murrell teaches a similar concept in his excellent work, WikiChurch:
Making Discipleship Engaging, Empowering, & Viral, a book that tells the story of a
discipleship movement in the Philippines. There he tells the story of a judo master whose
student was involved in a terrible car accident that resulted in the amputation of the boy’s
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left arm. Despite the amputation, the student continued with his judo classes. The judo
master wanted his student to compete in an upcoming tournament and for that purpose
taught him the one-armed judo movement. In spite of the boy’s complaints that this move
was never going to be enough to win in a tournament, the boy ended up conquering his
fiercest opponent by applying the special movement his master taught him. When asked
why his student won the tournament, the judo master explained that the reason for his
success was simple: the student won because he had mastered one of the most difficult
moves in all of judo. Also, because the only defense against that particular move is to
grab your opponent’s left arm. Murrel explains that discipleship is like the one-armed
judo master: “The one move we have committed ourselves to mastering is this: a simple,
biblical, transferable discipleship process” (29).
In reality, we tend to make the discipleship process more complex and
cumbersome than it should be. Discipleship is simply “helping another person to know,
love and obey Jesus” (McClung 225). For this to be possible, though, one needs to be
willing to love and obey Jesus first. While we can give others the knowledge we have in
our brains, we can only reproduce in others who we are. Small settings are the best spaces
to reproduce in others who we are as disciples of Jesus. In an article entitled “Disciples
Together: The Small Group as a Vehicle for Discipleship Formation,” Roger Walton tells
us “small groups are often seen as the key to deeper discipleship and missional
engagement within our post-Christendom society” (103). Walton goes on to explain why
the smaller setting is so effective in nurturing a discipleship culture in the local
congregation:
There are very good reasons for promoting small groups as a vehicle for
discipleship formation. They give a space for the construction of faith
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thinking, they provide support and care, they can empower all-member
ministry and they encourage engagement with the Scriptures. In small
groups people learn to talk about their faith, gain confidence in praying,
discover gifts and help each other keep alive a worldview that is widely
dismissed and eroded in the western world. Small groups are a training
ground for leaders and provide intimacy in large churches and weak
communities. (112-13)

If Walton is right, and I strongly believe that he is, then, churches should be looking to
develop organic systems of small groups where discipleship could thrive instead of just
emphasizing the larger more impersonal gatherings.
In summary, there are many reasons to be grateful for the ongoing Missional
Church movement. The movement has reminded us that the kingdom of God is about
multiplication, not just addition. As Jesus told us in many of His parables of the kingdom,
exponential growth and multiplication of disciples is what life in the kingdom is all about
(Matthew 13:31; Mark 4:26-34). The kingdom of God is built one disciple of Jesus at a
time, and it is concerned with empowering and intentionally training those who have
been discipled already so that they get busy discipling others. Steve Smith and Ying Kai,
who have ignited what seems to be an unstoppable discipleship movement in communist
China using the Training Four Trainers (T4T) model, express this perfectly:
Make trainers (disciples), not just church members: We are often satisfied
if someone will believe and join our church. But the command Jesus gave
us is so much more. He wants these new believers to be true disciples.
And what do disciples do? Every disciple is to learn how to obey Jesus’
commands, including witnessing to others and then training these new
believers to repeat the process. Every disciple should be a trainer. (35)

While spending time in China as part of the learning process facilitated by Asbury
Theological Seminary, and in close relation to the Smith and Kai quote above, we heard
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the current mantra of the underground Chinese movement: “In every disciple of Jesus, a
church planter. In every church, a church-planting church!”
Other Learning Fields and Discipleship
Besides the theological-historical approaches to discipleship, the MDI project is
aided by other disciplines such as sociology, anthropology, and pedagogy. These
disciplines of study are quite helpful in backing up the assertions made in this project.
Here, we will briefly make some important points of connection between the MDI project
and these fields of study.
Sociology. Merriam-Webster defines “sociology” as “the science of society,
social institutions, and social relationships; specifically: the systematic study of the
development, structure, interaction, and collective behavior of organized groups of
human beings” (Merriam-Webster.com). The study of sociology helps us understand
how human societies and social systems work. Sociology also studies social problems
that impact society as a whole or on an individual level. Sociology also analyses and
evaluates different theories of why people behave the way they do and how they behave
when faced with different situations and contexts.
One aspect of sociology is life in community. A community could be a small or
large social unit (group of people) who have things in common such as religion, cultural
values, norms or rules, and even a sense of identity. The Christian life was meant to be
lived in close community with others, so it is important that we explore what the field of
sociology has to say about the need for humans to live life in community. Christian
sociologist Joseph R. Myers tells us “people search for community, they are listening
with their eyes, ears, and emotions. They are keenly aware of how we tell them they
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belong or don’t belong” (561). The MDI coaches leaders on how to use small group
dynamics to help people find a community where they belong. The MDI has used Neil
Cole’s Life Transformation Groups (LTGs) as a model to develop a similar type of
grouping. In his groundbreaking book, Cultivating a Life for God: Multiplying Disciples
Through Life Transformation Groups, Cole explains why these types of groups are so
helpful in creating a sense of community:
While a community can be a larger group than three, a group of three can
be the strongest form of community. For most, it is difﬁcult to have the
kind of close-knit relational bond that can change our life with more than
three people at any one time. The best context for a life-changing
community is in a group of two or three. (50)
Cole’s model for triads has been implemented by a significant number of church leaders
and congregations in many part of the world as an effective way of promoting peer-topeer accountability and spiritual formation.
As we explored in Chapter 1, individualism is a large part of American culture. It
pervades almost every aspect of the American life and has made its way into formerly
strong communal organizations such as the Christian church. In fact, “for many
Americans, individualism is a kind of secular religion influencing the way they live more
than the religious traditions some of them espouse” (Hong 95). In contrast, even when the
Christian faith is meant to be personal, it is not meant to be a private experience. Many
Christians today, however, tend to view their faith as a private matter: something between
them (the individual) and God. Many even think that the purpose of the church is to help
them grow in their personal relationship with God. “Even the practices of the church that
must be done corporately, such as congregational worship, end up being, tragically, ‘A
thousand individual experiences of worship’ rather than the communal experience that
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was meant to be” (Hong 92). The triads that the MDI promotes are a helpful antidote
against the insidious trend of individualism in our culture and churches.
Another aspect of sociology is tribal cohesion and sense of belonging. It is also a
fact that because of the pervasive individualism in our societies, especially in our urban
cities in North America, people tend to feel alienated and lonely. Perhaps this is why new
forms of community, shaped largely by social media and virtual platforms, are displacing
many of the formerly reliable structures of community (e.g. family and church). In the
face of these changes, “[i]t is important to recognize that Jesus did not leave us a book, a
set of rules or an institution; He left us a community” (Roxburgh 71).
To help us understand the importance of fostering a strong sense of belonging in
the individual, Myers suggests, “We need to belong. We search with some increasing
desperation as terms such as ‘neighbor,’ ‘family,’ and ‘congregation’ are being redefined.
People are searching to belong in new places and through new experiences” (631). People
are looking to find their tribe, the one group of people that will accept them for who they
are, enhancing their sense of purpose and direction in life.
A tribe is a group of kindred spirits that, among other things, helps us find a sense
of identity. The feeling of being part of a community that is larger than oneself is an
important one. Our churches are tribes that should provide a strong sense of belonging,
cohesion, and identity as we are formed as disciples of Jesus in community.
“Discipleship, in other words, consists of a set of individual and communal practices that
promote and reinforce identity formation and missional engagement” (Buckheit 229).
The MDI tackles this need to belong by giving individuals a chance to be part of a small,
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tight-knit, secure community of believers (a MDG) which is also part of a larger
community (church) that is on board with God’s mission.
Anthropology. ‘Anthropology‘ is defined by Merriam-Webster as:
the science of human beings; especially: the study of human beings and
their ancestors through time and space and in relation to physical
character, environmental and social relations, and culture. Sociocultural
anthropology draws together the disciplines of cultural anthropology and
social anthropology. Cultural anthropology is the comparative study of the
manifold ways in which people make sense of the world around them,
while social anthropology is the study of the relationships among persons
and groups. (Merriam-Webster.com)
In the context of Christian theology, however, Christian anthropology refers to the study
of the human as it relates to God. It is concerned with the notions of body, soul, and spirit
as integral parts of what it means to be human.
The field of anthropology is relevant to our work with the MDI project because
before an individual experiences a critical encounter with God that launches them into a
life of discipleship in the way of Jesus (a conversion or “born again” experience), the
individual experiences a fragmented self. In this condition, the individual is not able to
experience a sense of reconciliation between body, soul, and spirit which results in a
chaotic general sense of inner disruption. As a direct result, the person lives an
unreconciled existence with God, with others, and with self.
Only a serious discipleship process, modeled after Jesus, could re-align the
different elements (body, soul, and spirit) that make up the individual and that make him
or her human. This is because Jesus of Nazareth is not only God in the flesh, He is the
epitome of what it means to be fully human. As we learn to follow Him closely in life, we
slowly but surely learn what it means to be a human being living life in balance.
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Scazzero and Bird helps us understand how some models of discipleship could be toxic to
the individual’s development if they are not holistic enough:
With one breath, God made us human. Yet, somehow, today we slice out
the emotional portion of who we are, deeming it suspect, irrelevant, or of
secondary importance. Contemporary discipleship models often lift up the
spiritual over the physical, emotional, social, and intellectual components
of who we are. Nowhere, however, does a good biblical theology allow
such a division. (Scazzero and Bird 49)
Scazzero and Bird also help us understand that an individual’s ability to follow Jesus and
love others is directly impacted by our past experiences, especially those experiences that
shaped us growing up in our family of origin (87). Put in other words, the discipleship
task needs to take into consideration the individual as a whole, not putting the emphasis
only on the spiritual aspect of the person’s life. Related to this, the MDI project seeks to
provide not just spiritual sustenance for the individual through spiritual disciplines and
habits, but the MDI also seeks to provide a safe, intimate, therapeutic community where
the individual is able to heal from past wounds of the soul by building meaningful, longlasting relationship with other disciples. These small communities provide a strong sense
of belonging, companionship, and peer-to-peer support and accountability which together
brings healing and wholeness to those around the circle. On many occasions, these triads
will even engage together in physical activities such as walking, biking, or hiking which
will also bring a health benefit to the physical body.
Pedagogy. ‘Pedagogy’ is “the art, science, or profession of teaching others”
(Merriam-Webster.com). Pedagogy’s universal principles are absolutely necessary for the
discipleship task to be successful. Jesus was a master Teacher (Rabbi) who used
pedagogical methodologies in training the Twelve. Understanding how people learn has
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strong implications for discipleship. Several key elements need to be present for true
learning to take place: a disposition to learn content, a willingness to imitate, and a clear
disposition to replicate in others that which has been learned.
We have previously mentioned that the word for “disciple” in its original Greek
language (mathétés) means an apprentice or learner. “The term indicates a close and total
attachment of a disciple to the master. The purpose of the relationship was to learn the
will of God in Jesus” (Martin 57). This relationship presupposes a significant training
time where life-changing content (cognitive learning) and hands-on experiences
(practical learning) will be part of the mix. Without training that includes these two
didactical strategies, there is not significant discipleship taking place even though “we
have underwritten a voluntaristic conception of the Christian faith, which presupposes
that one can become a Christian without training” (Hauerwas 882). Anything in life
worth doing requires significant training time. Learning how to pray in a meaningful way
does require training and effort, not unlike learning to lay bricks or how to change the oil
of a vehicle, and it is important to put in that effort since “[i]t does no one any good to
believe in God, at least the God we find in Jesus of Nazareth, if they have not learned to
pray” (Hauerwas 884).
To learn the right content is crucial; the right setting is equally important. The
best place and space to learn content and be trained is not the large setting (e.g. sermons
during a weekend service) but in the small group. Carl Wilson masterfully explains why
this is the case:
Although Jesus preached the gospel to big crowds and taught “interested
associates” in fairly large groups, most of His teaching to develop His men
was in small groups. This is not possible in a large group. The small group
gives the sense of belonging and intimacy. Within its structure questions
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can be asked and answered in greater depth and personal application can
be stimulated. It is difﬁcult to help a person apply truth when he is
meeting in a large group, but in a small group the progress of the
individual can be observed and individual application of the truth can then
be made. (Wilson 85)

In our churches in North America, we have a lot of work ahead of us in learning how to
use the small group structure for effective, multiplying discipleship. The MDI addresses
this issue as part of the coaching it provides to participating church leaders.
For discipleship to take place, leaders need to create a culture of imitation for
without imitation no true learning could take place. New disciples of Jesus need to
understand that whatever the content and application of it they are receiving from a
disciple, it is important for them to imitate it in real life. Hearing content without any real
intention of putting it into practice only births a pharisaic disposition toward the Christian
faith. This is truly the greatest issue facing the world today: the question of whether those
who call themselves “Christians” will become disciples, students, apprentices, and, most
importantly, practitioners of Jesus Christ. The world is rightfully sick and tired of people
who hear the Word and fail to put it into practice. As Mike Breen explains, “the practice
of apprenticeship is about investment. Someone invests their time, energy, skills and life
into us, teaching us to do what they do” (Building a Discipling Culture 23). There should
be a clear expectation from the start that the individual being trained will put into practice
what they learn.
The whole purpose of learning the right content and learning how to imitate it in
practical ways is for the individual to learn how to replicate the process with others.
Without replication of the process, there is no real discipleship movement and no
kingdom of God on earth. As McClung reminds us:
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Jesus started a movement. He modeled the values of the movement in the
deliberate manner in which he selected and trained his disciples. Jesus
started small and simple, but he had a worldwide movement in mind. It
was a simple-church movement, begun with a band of nobodies who were
turned into obedient disciples by being with Jesus. They learned his ways
and advanced the kingdom of God by doing what Jesus did. (209)

As McClung wisely suggests here, a definite return to the movemental characteristics of
the kingdom of God is the desired outcome in what the MDI project is trying to
accomplish by training church leaders on how to develop a culture of discipleship and
disciple-making within their local settings.
Finally, and as stated before, these are only a few of the resources found that we
believe help us develop our thesis for this project. We realize that more could have been
said but these suffice for our purposes here.
Research Design
The analysis and study of how to develop cultures of discipleship within local
congregations requires a qualitative and quantitative approach to the research task. This
chapter has focused on the qualitative aspects of our thesis. To complete this dissertation,
however, a quantitative aspect will be added in order to measure the impact of the
Ministry Transformation Project.
The main instrument developed and used to test the effectiveness of this project is
the Virtual Learning Huddle (VLH) coaching experience. For this project, a total of
sixteen Hispanic church leaders representing fourteen churches were selected to
participate. In each one of participating congregations, an Implementing Leader was
identified (usually the church’s lead pastor). The Implementing Leader was invited to
meet twice a month for “MDI Sessions.” These hour-long sessions became the main
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training space where input on what it means to be a mission-minded leader was explored.
This space was also a place where leaders were invited to experiment with personal
implementation of a number of Missional Tools as well (see page 230 for a complete list
of all Missional/Discipleship Tools). Finally, on a regular basis, Implementing Leaders
offered the MDI coach a brief verbal report on the implementation process of the MDGs.
The MDI coach documented all his observations which also included Pre and PostIntervention Surveys as well as Focus Groups Interviews.
Qualitative research usually requires the use of a variety of approaches for data
collection. “Data collection is a critical issue for the project. If not done well, the whole
process will be jeopardized” (Sensing 90). Two primary tools used for the collection of
critical data were the focus group and the survey. Sensing asserts:
Group interviews are sometimes called focus groups. Through group
interaction, data and insights are generated that are related to a particular
theme imposed by a researcher and enriched by the group’s interactive
discussion. The synergy of the group will often provide richer data than if
each person in the group had been interviewed separately. (Sensing 120)
The Virtual Learning Huddle was used as a variation of a focus group and was quite
helpful for getting verbal reports from Implementing Leaders about the training process.
The researcher carefully documented verbal reports offered by Implementing Leaders in
relation to the learning process resulting from both the Virtual Learning Huddle
interactions and from the implementation process of the MDGs.
The survey tool was also utilized during the data-collecting process. Tim Sensing
states that the use of surveys is important to accomplish the data-collecting task (115).
Sensing adds, “A survey is a lengthy questionnaire that employs fixed choice responses.
The purpose of a survey is to describe characteristics or understandings of a large group
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of people” (115). For this project, two main surveys were developed and used to collect
data from all participating leaders. The purpose of the surveys was to collect, analyze,
and assess important data that was used to measure the impact that the MDI coaching had
on participating leaders’ personal capacity to develop a discipling culture. Chapter 3 will
provide a full explanation on how these data-collection tools were utilized.
Summary
The Spirit of God continues to equip and send the church on mission throughout
the earth. The only way that the church can join God in this mission of reconciliation,
however, is if she goes back to recover the ancient tasks of discipleship and disciplemaking. Though the issue of how we effectively disciple the people in our pews seems to
have taken relevance once again in a significant number of congregations throughout the
country, most have not yet learned how to engage the discipleship task in a way that has a
long-term impact on the congregation’s culture. The MDI has been developed with the
purpose of coaching church leaders on how to develop such a culture, specifically within
Hispanic churches part of the Mennonite Church USA.
The diversity of authors reviewed in this chapter clearly demonstrates that the
commission to disciple everyone, everywhere, continues to be the central task of the
Christian church even today. We have spent time examining both the theological
foundation for engaging in discipleship as well as important Christian leaders of the past
who have contributed immensely to our understanding of the more practical side of this
important issue.
Our findings in this literature review help to prove the premise upon which the
MDI project has been founded: that true, life-changing, multiplying discipleship requires
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intentionality, is meant to be experienced within community, and its main purpose is to
teach people how to hear and obey Jesus’ voice by developing solid spiritual disciplines.
Therefore, this led to conducting an exploratory, qualitative, multi-case study with the
hopes of developing a set of guidelines to coach and equip Hispanic church leaders on
how to implement a process within the local congregation geared towards developing a
discipleship culture.
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CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY
Overview of the Chapter
It is crucial for the future viability of the church that leaders understand that the
main mission of the church is to effectively make new disciples of Jesus. Furthermore,
the research presented in the previous chapter reveals that discipleship is at the heart of
the God story we find in the Christian Scriptures. Not only that, a strong emphasis on
discipleship has been at the forefront of every major Christian movement throughout
ecclesial history. Since we are fully convinced of these facts, the Missional Discipleship
Initiative (MDI) seeks to coach church leaders on how to develop a church culture where
discipleship is once again center stage.
For this purpose, MDI uses a set of vehicles that, together, could effectively ignite
a desired discipling culture within the local congregation. These vehicles are: The
Virtual Learning Huddle (VLH), which is a biweekly learning community where
Implementing Leaders walk with one another, receive input, raise questions, share
insights, and talk about findings or surprises along the way; and Missional Discipleship
Groups (MDGs), which are micro communities of two or three people of the same
gender who meet on a weekly basis with the purpose of promoting an intentionalrelational discipleship experience for all participants. Implementing Leaders are in charge
of recruiting, monitoring, and assessing the effectiveness of these groups within their
local settings.
This chapter begins by re-stating the nature and purpose of the MDI project. It
continues by addressing the three research questions that are at the heart of this study and
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describing in more detail the instruments that were used to collect crucial data to address
these questions. This includes clarifying which portions of each instrument respond to
each specific research question.
The following segment deals specifically with the ministry context where the
study took place. Even when the MDI focuses more specifically on coaching
Implementing Leaders on how to develop discipling cultures, we are fully aware of the
fact that this process is impacting not only the leaders but the congregations that they
represent. For this reason, the shared racial-ethnic, cultural, and demographic similarities
of the participating Hispanic congregations is discussed. Geographical aspects and
worldview dynamics are also considered.
The chapter then provides a thorough description of how participating leaders and
churches were invited to engage in this intervention process, offering insights on why
specific leaders were chosen to participate and describing those in the selected research
sample in terms of gender, age, and education level. Finally, the chapter ends by dealing
with significant ethical considerations, a detailed description of the procedure that was
put in place for data-collection from participating leaders, the data analysis process that
was selected, and the reliability and validity of the project design.

Nature and Purpose of the Project
The MDI project has been designed first and foremost as a coaching tool for
Hispanic Implementing Leaders who are willing to actively explore the missionaldiscipleship tools provided for three months. All the Implementing Leaders share the goal
of sparking the flame of a healthy and multiplying discipling culture within their
respective local congregations. Consequently, the purpose of this research project was to
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develop a coaching process for MDI Implementing Leaders that would actively engage
them in an action-reflection experience where they could not only be part of a meaningful
conversation about what it means to be a missional church, but where they could also
experiment with hands-on missional tools in order to enhance their awareness of the high
stakes that the theme of discipleship has for the life and survival of the local church body.
For this purpose, the MDI devised an intervention process designed to spark the flame of
a healthy and multiplying disciple-making culture among the participating Hispanic
congregations of the Mennonite Church USA.
The results of this study are of utmost importance for any pastor or lay leader who
is seriously interested in the survival of the church into the next generation. The central
idea is that without a simple, strategic, intentionally relational disciple-making process,
the church is surely destined for extinction. As missiologist Alan Hirsch rightly says in
his book The Forgotten Ways, “if we fail at this point then we must fail in all the others”
(102). This research study is an attempt to help participating Hispanic congregations
within the Mennonite Church USA to become familiar with missional vehicles that could
provoke or renew strong discipleship habits. Solid, simple, and effective missional
discipleship practices could help participating churches move away from a passive,
casual, curriculum-driven approach and replace it with a more intentional, relational,
organic, disciple-making one. The end goal is for Implementing Leaders, after the threemonth intervention, to be able to discern enough palpable signs of church culture change
for them to want to continue their journey towards becoming a more mission-minded
congregation.
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Research Questions
Research Question #1 (RQ1)
What are the personal and congregational practices Implementing Leaders used
for promoting a culture of intentional-relational discipleship before the MDI intervention
process?
There are two main points in RQ1. First of all, the researcher used Survey Section
A questions one through eight in the Pre-Intervention Survey (Appendix A) to address
the leader’s personal practices. The purpose of these questions was to assess the leader’s
missional propensity and competency as well as his or her current missional and
discipleship practices. Furthermore, this area was also addressed during the first Focus
Group Interview (Appendix C) when each participant was asked about the discipleship
and disciple-making habits and practices currently in place in their congregation and
about their hopes and expectations in relation to the MDI intervention process.
In order to address congregational practices, the researcher used Pre-Intervention
Survey Section B questions nine through sixteen (Appendix A). The intent of these
questions was to assess the congregation’s missional inclination as well as their
disposition (or lack thereof) toward engaging new missional discipleship practices.
Research Question #2 (RQ2)
What elements of the MDI intervention process were most helpful for
Implementing Leaders when seeking to establish a discipling culture within their local
congregations?
Similar to RQ1, RQ2 also has two main points: the impact of the MDI
intervention process on both personal and congregational levels. The researcher used
Post-Intervention Survey Section A questions one through eight in the Survey (Appendix
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B) to address the personal impact that the MDI intervention process had on each
Implementing Leader. The goal of Survey Section A was to assess the impact that
participating in this intervention process had on each leader’s missional discipleship
competence in terms of newly acquired awareness, insights, and general discipleship
practices. To address the congregational level, Post-Intervention Survey Section B
questions nine through thirteen (Appendix B) was intended to assess the impact that the
three-month intervention process had on members of the congregation who participated
in MDGs (as perceived by the Implementing Leader) in relation to their missional
disposition, spiritual growth, commitment to Christ and the church, and their attitude
toward new missional discipleship practices.
Research Question #3 (RQ3)
How do Implementing Leaders plan to continue the learning journey towards
accomplishing a church culture change where discipleship becomes the center of their
missional activity?
Because the MDI intervention is designed as a starting point for leaders and
congregations interested in developing a culture with discipleship at the heart, a clear
response to RQ3 is of utmost importance for the researcher in order to help Implementing
Leaders move in the right direction after the MDI intervention process is over. In order to
properly answer RQ3, the researcher used Post-Intervention Survey Section C question
fourteen through sixteen (Appendix B) to address what future strategies the
Implementing Leader will use in order to continue the journey towards establishing a
discipling culture in the local congregation.
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Ministry Context
The research occurred within the United States in metropolitan and suburban
areas where significant Hispanic populations live. All participating leaders came from
Hispanic/Latino backgrounds. Representing Mexico, Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua,
Venezuela, El Salvador, and Costa Rica, most of the leaders are immigrants though a
couple are second-generation Hispanics born in the USA. Our Implementing Leaders are
actively involved in ministry in seven different states: Texas, New York, Louisiana,
North Carolina, Virginia, Florida, and Iowa. The implementation process of the MDI in
participating congregations lasted for a total of three months from October 1st, 2017 to
December 31st, 2017.
In terms of their theological stance, all participating church leaders subscribe
(though at different levels) to the Anabaptist understanding of the Christian faith and the
official Mennonite Confession of Faith. Using Mennonite theologian Palmer Becker’s
suggested premises on what it means to be an Anabaptist believer, the implications for
participating leaders are a high Christology (“Jesus is the center of our faith”), a robust
ecclesiology (“Community is the center of our life”), and a strong sense of mission
(“Reconciliation is the center of our work”) (Becker, 11).
As is customary in Hispanic cultures, the lead pastor of each congregation (the
Implementing Leaders in this study) is held in high regard as someone who acts in
obedience to a higher calling in life. This notion is pervasive in Latin America and is
directly connected to the Roman Catholic experience where priests play a central role in
the tapestry of society. In the Latin American experience, pastors are considered to be
wise men or women who know how to interpret, preach, and apply Scriptures effectively
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in the circumstances of daily life. They are also people who live a “holy life” that tends to
differentiate them from the rest of society. Going in to this study, the researcher was well
aware that lead pastors were going to use the significant relational capital and influence
they have within their congregations to promote MDI’s concerns related to church culture
change and the acquisition of new discipleship habits.
The discoveries of this project will continue to be evaluated and tested in years to
come by the Mennonite Mission Network (MMN), the missional agency of Mennonite
Church USA, to be recommended as a viable path towards revitalization by becoming
mission-minded congregations where building a discipling culture is the desired output.

Population and Participants
Criteria for Selection
The participants for this study were selected intentionally based mostly on the
recommendation of our central missional agency (Mennonite Mission Network). A total
of sixteen Implementing Leaders were recruited (Table 4.1) and actively participated in
this research. Due to the fact that the focus of this Ministry Transformation Research
project is on coaching Hispanic leaders on how to develop discipling cultures, only
Hispanic leaders were invited to participate in this study. The fourteen participating
congregations come from six of the nineteen conferences in Mennonite Church USA:







Virginia Mennonite Conference (6 leaders)
South East Mennonite Conference (1 leaders)
Western District Mennonite Conference (2 leaders)
South Central Mennonite Conference (3 leaders)
Lancaster Mennonite Conference (3 leaders)
Central Plains Mennonite Conference (1 leader)
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The church leaders invited to participate in this project minister in twelve
different cities. All of these cities are above 35,000 in general population, and the average
weekend attendance of these congregations is from twenty to one hundred. Invitations to
participate in this research project were delimited according to the researcher’s personal
and work-related (via MMN) relationships with the Implementing Leaders. The
researcher has established a strong relationship both at denominational and local levels
with a significant number of these leaders. Though there are a couple of exceptions to
this, all participating leaders and churches have a past record of working either with the
central denominational mission agency (MMN) or with the researcher. Also, and quite
relevant to this project, most of these leaders and congregations are active voting
members of the Mennonite Church USA’s Hispanic Mennonite constituency body,
Iglesia Menonita Hispana (Hispanic Mennonite Church). Finally, the invitation to
participate was also grounded on shared theological and historical factors as all
participating leaders subscribe to the Anabaptist tradition of the Christian faith.
Description of Participants
In terms of the racial-ethnic mix, one hundred percent of participating
Implementing Leaders were of Hispanic/Latino backgrounds. Most participating leaders
are first generation immigrants coming from different Latin American countries, as noted
above. Since the ministry context of most Implementing Leaders is in cities ranging from
25,000 to 1.6 million people, none of these leaders is working in what we would call a
“rural” setting. The median age of the leaders is between forty and seventy-one years old.
Twelve of the Implementing Leaders were male and four were female. In terms of
socioeconomic status, most of them would be considered blue-collar workers (with
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annual incomes in the 50-55,000 range), and, in most cases, they are bi-vocational
ministers. The level of education for these leaders ranges from having just a high school
diploma (HD) or GED all the way to having an accredited seminary degree (SD). Their
ministry experience ranges from one year to forty years. Implementing Leaders also
represent significant diversity in terms of church size. Some of the participating churches
had more than one hundred people while others were just forming, placing them more in
the category of church-plants. The researcher made the strategic choice of including both
first-time pastors in the first stages of planting a new congregation and seasoned pastors
leading well-established congregations in the leadership sample used in this project.
Participating leaders varied significantly in their ministry experience particularly
in the area of using small group dynamics to promote discipleship and in the number of
years they have led their current congregations. Logically, a long tenure in a particular
church coincides with a deep knowledge of the congregation which would make a
significant difference in the quality of persons that they identified as Facilitators for the
different MDGs. Leaders and their respective churches also varied a great deal in where
they are in their journey towards establishing a desired discipling culture. Some seemed
eager to engage in the challenge posed by the MDI intervention because they had already
been working towards developing discipling cultures through other available methods
and resources. On the other hand, a number of churches seemed to be lagging behind in
their level of readiness and competence to engage the challenge of culture change.
Perhaps most importantly, a central limitation for this research study was the personal
vision and level of readiness to experiment with intentional discipleship displayed by the
participating Implementing Leaders.
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Ethical Considerations
Studies involving interaction with a human sample will usually have some ethical
implications; therefore, it was a priority for the researcher to establish trust with all
voluntary research participants. This was achieved by assuring confidentiality to all
participating Implementing Leaders. The names of the individuals and churches were not
used at any point in this project. The churches were identified by stating their basic
demographics and the population of their ministry context without specifying the cities in
which they are located.
Furthermore, the research process and how data was going to be used was
explained in detail to all participants. Participants were also provided with as much
information about the project’s objectives as was possible without influencing their
responses to the instruments utilized for data-collection. For this purpose, a consent form
(Appendix D) was offered to each of participating leaders in this research project. All
forms were properly signed by all participating leaders and stored in a safe place. All
basic data collected was eventually disposed of in a safe manner.
Procedure for Collecting Evidence from Participants
This project was developed according to a mixed method research design. A
qualitative and quantitative case study method was utilized. A variety of methodological
approaches usually brings more credibility, adds value to the project, and provides much
more flexibility to the research task (Patton 79). “Qualitative research is grounded in the
social world of experience and seeks to make sense of lived experience” (Sensing 57).
This research project is qualitative in nature in that it seeks to explore how Implementing
Leaders interpret and make sense of their context as it relates to the theme of discipleship.
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Its intention is to help church leaders reflect deeply on vital current practices (or the lack
thereof) that promote the discipleship and disciple-making agenda within their local
congregations. This method would ask questions such as: What is your personal concept
of discipleship? When was the last time you discipled someone else? What are the current
discipleship habits of your congregation?
This project is also quantitative at the heart because it collected pivotal hard data
from all participating church leaders in relation to the results of the three-month MDI
intervention process. We sought to find out: how many people participated in this
initiative? What was the age average of the participants? How many new people were
recruited in the MDGs? How many MDGs continued meeting the full three months and
how many dropped out?, and so on. This information provided the insights and facts that
were used to enrich the analysis phase of this project. For the purpose of effective datacollecting, the researcher developed and utilized two different methods: Intervention
Surveys and Focus Group Interviews.
Intervention Surveys
An intervention is often necessary in order to gather and interpret data that will
enable new ways of thinking and acting in participants (Sensing 63). The goal is not just
to provide important information to participants regarding a particular key issue or
phenomena taking place in their context, rather the goal is to also be a pastoral presence
that helps them find a viable way to deal with that particular issue. In order to accomplish
that, the MDI project invites participating leaders to take part of an intervention process.
Of course, we cannot know if the intervention has been successful without solid
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instruments that shed light on the situations of the human sample being studied both
before and after the intervention.
Three types of questions were used in the survey’s format: Multiple-Choice
questions, Ranking/Scale questions, and Short Answer questions. Some of these
questions were designed to get a general assessment of the participating leaders’ personal
views in relation to the theme of discipleship. Other questions were designed to help the
Implementing Leader reflect more deeply on the current status of their church culture as
it relates to intentional-relational discipleship and mission.
Pre-Intervention Survey. Once the researcher determined the sample to be used
during the intervention process based on the research criteria previously set, he began the
data-collecting process using an instrument called the Pre-Intervention Survey. This was
a sixteen question survey developed using Survey Monkey (an online survey software
that helps to create and run professional online surveys), and it was used as a launching
point for better understanding the current discipleship practices of both the Implementing
Leaders and the congregations they lead. The main emphasis of a survey is finding the
facts, and, if it is well structured, carefully drafted and piloted, it can be a relatively cheap
and quick way of finding and collecting meaningful information (Bell 14). The questions
on the survey were divided up into two main sections: Section A, Implementing Leader
and Section B, The Congregation. Each section was comprised of eight questions. The
goal of Section A was to assess the leader’s missional propensity and competency as well
as his or her current missional discipleship practices. Section B was intended to assess the
congregation’s missional inclination as well as any missional discipleship practices (or
lack thereof) already in place.
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This survey was used as an “X-ray” in order to help the researcher better
understand where a particular leader and the church he or she leads are in relationship to
the topic being studied. The Pre-Intervention Survey’s main purpose was to collect
enough input from participating leaders for the researcher to be able to answer Research
Question 1: What are the personal and congregational practices Implementing Leaders
used for promoting a culture of intentional-relational discipleship before the MDI
intervention process?
Post-Intervention Survey. The Post-Intervention Survey was designed along the
same lines as the Pre-Intervention Survey in terms of format and type of questions. This
also was a sixteen question survey developed using Survey Monkey and was used as an
“exit survey” with the main goal of gathering data about what impact that the threemonth implementation of MDI had both on the Implementing Leader and on those people
from the congregation who participated in MDGs.
Unlike the Pre-Intervention Survey, this instrument was divided up into three
main sections: Section A, Implementing Leader; Section B, MDG Participants; and
Section C, Future Strategy. Section A includes the first eight questions and is addressed
specifically to Implementing Leaders. The next five questions belong to Section B and
intentionally address members of the church that participated in MDGs. The last three
questions, Section C, deal directly with the future strategy that will be put in place by the
Implementing Leader in order to continue the process of becoming a disciple-making
church.
The goal of Section A in this survey was to assess the leader’s missional
discipleship impact in terms of increased competencies, new awareness, and general
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embracement of new discipleship practices being provided by the MDI. Section B in the
survey was intended to assess the impact that the three-month intervention had on
members of the congregation who participated in MDGs specifically in relation to their
missional disposition and their embracement of new missional discipleship practices.
Finally, Section C dealt specifically with how the Implementing Leaders envision
continuing the learning journey towards developing a discipling culture.
The intended use of the Post-Intervention Survey was to gather input from
participating leaders to answer Research Question 2 (What elements of the MDI
intervention process were most helpful for Implementing Leaders when seeking to
establish a discipling culture within their local congregations?) and Research Question 3
(How do Implementing Leaders plan to continue the learning journey towards
accomplishing a church culture change where discipleship becomes the center of their
missional activity?).
As is usually the case in research studies, however, surveys can only provide a
baseline for understanding a congregation’s missional identity. Survey questions are not
meant to be exhaustive in nature. Conclusions drawn from the survey are limited.
Focus Group Interview. Focus Groups interviews, when facilitated correctly,
enable the interchange of important insights and data between participants related to the
theme provided by the researcher (Sensing 120). The success of this instrument is in the
fact that it provides the researcher crucial information coming from a number of different
perspectives at the same time. Due to the way MDI’s VLHs are set up, using Focus
Groups as a method for crucial data-collection made sense for the researcher.
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For the purpose of gathering key data using the VLH as a natural Focus Group,
the researcher decided to use at least two VLH sessions (out of six possible sessions in
total) with this specific intent. One was held right at the beginning of the intervention
(during the implementation phase) and the second one at the very end (during the
debriefing phase). The following is a description of how this was accomplished:
a. The researcher let all participants know from the beginning of the MDI
implementation process that two of their VLH sessions were going to be
Focus Group Interview sessions. He also reminded everyone two weeks in
advance about the upcoming Focus Group Interview session and informed
participants of the fact that these particular sessions were going to be recorded
for note-taking purposes. Once again, he assured everyone about his
commitment to confidentiality and anonymity. One more important piece of
preparation was to send two questions (Appendix C) to all participants ahead
of time so that they would be able to come ready to share.
b. The researcher then served as the MDI Coach, functioning as a moderator for
these Focus Group Interview sessions. Not only was he responsible for setting
the right tone, but also for defining important group dynamics and ground
rules related to kindness, respect, and confidentially that were to be followed
by everyone in the VLH.
c. Once everyone was on board with ground rules, the MDI Coach asked the
questions that had been previously provided to them, allowing at least five
minutes for each participant. The two questions used in each Focus Group
session were related to their personal sense of competence in the areas of
Missional Church theology and practice, personal discipleship habits, the
overall impact of the MDI intervention process in their congregation and
future plans to continue the church culture change.
d. The MDI Coach spent most of his time actively listening and taking notes
about the shared insights and responses from all participants. He only
intervened when necessary to ask clarifying questions to participants. On a
number of occasions, the Focus Group Interview was followed by a personal
phone call where the researcher asked clarifying questions of specific
participants.
The main purpose of the first Focus Group Interview was to collect input from
participating leaders as for the researcher to be able to answer Research Question 1 (What
are the personal and congregational practices Implementing Leaders used for promoting a
culture of intentional-relational discipleship before the MDI intervention process?) In
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this case, the purpose of the Focus Group Interview was to assess the Implementing
Leader’s level of readiness and competence in the areas of Missional Church and
intentional-relational discipleship previous to the MDI’s intervention. The second session
of the Focus Group Interview had the main goal of responding to Research Question 3
(How do Implementing Leaders plan to continue the learning journey towards
accomplishing a church culture change where discipleship becomes the center of their
missional activity?) by assessing the overall impact of the three-month MDI intervention
process as well as by determining future plans to continue growth in the area of
developing a sound discipleship culture in the local context.
Intervention Process
The researcher put in place a five-phase intervention process in order to
accomplish the investigative goals set by this study in the established Research
Questions. The process charted during the implementation of the MDI is outlined in
Figure 3.1 immediately followed by a detailed description of the process.
The Implementing Process Description is as follows:
1. Recruitment Phase: Implementing Leaders were recruited to participate in a
Virtual Learning Huddle (VLH) via Zoom (Zoom.us is a company operating
from San Jose, California that provides remote conferencing services using
cloud computing) using the criteria outlined in the previous “Criteria for
Selection” section. The researcher personally interviewed potential
participants in this research study. His goal was to carefully identify and select
leaders for this project who volunteered to be coached on how to use
Missional Church tools and practices developed by the MDI to develop a
desired discipling culture within their local context.
The next step was for the researcher to send a “Next Steps” document
(Appendix F) with further information and suggestions on things to do before
the set launching date. After properly signing participation consent forms, all
participating leaders were invited to sign up on BAND (BAND is a mobile
application for managing groups. For more information about BAND, please
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go to https://band.us/home). Via BAND, leaders received further information
about expectations and more details about the implementation process. BAND
was also used by the researcher to send short video clips and text with links to
MDI’s webpage for further clarification of expectations and deadlines.
Another important aspect of recruitment has to do with finding the right
Facilitators (refer to the Key Terms section in Chapter 1 for a definition of a
Facilitator) to lead the MDGs. Implementing Leaders were invited to identify
a number of Facilitators (usually between three and fifteen leaders or elders in
their church, including some of both genders) whose main responsibility was
that of facilitating a discipleship experience within the local congregation. The
Facilitator was the only person appointed by the local Implementing Leader.
The Facilitators’ first task was to pray for and eventually invite a Committed
(refer to the Key Terms section in Chapter 1 for a definition of a Committed)
person from within the congregation to participate with him or her in the
discipleship experience. After meeting for one month, the Facilitator and the
Committed person together were asked to recruit a New (refer to the Key
Terms section in Chapter 1 for a definition of a New) person to participate in
their MDG.
Once all sixteen participating Implementing Leaders were recruited, they were
assigned to four different VLH cohorts. The criteria for distribution were
somewhat driven by geography, but the researcher also factored in age, years
of experience in ministry, gender, and even chemistry between participants.
The researcher made sure to agree with everyone in the different cohorts about
day and time for their biweekly meetings. Once again, he used the BAND app
for this purpose.
2. Training Phase: After all the Implementing Leaders and Facilitators had been
recruited, leaders made sure to set an hour-long online training appointment
that included all participating Facilitators. During the virtual training session
(via Zoom), both Implementing Leaders and Facilitators received key
information on MDGs small group dynamics. Training also included: the use
of MDG cards (Appendix G), recruitment of the other two participants
(Committed and New), and multiplication of MDGs.
Furthermore, it was during this phase that the researcher utilized the PreIntervention Survey (Appendix A) in order to gather key information about
both the leaders’ and the church’s current culture as it relates to the issue of
discipleship and disciple-making. It also helped gather information about the
Implementing Leader’s readiness to engage with MDI and his or her current
mindset about the topic being researched.
3. Launching Phase: All participating leaders launched the program on the
same weekend. Even though the researcher did not expect everyone in the
participating churches to be involved in the implementation of the MDI, the
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Next Steps document (Appendix F) sent to all leaders suggested that they
mark the moment with a special celebration before the whole congregation.
Leaders in their respective congregations made sure to pray for all Facilitators
and the Committed persons that had been invited to this discipleship
experience. At this point in time, all MDGs began meeting on a weekly basis
for the following three months. Also in that week, all VLHs began meeting
with the MDI Coach (the researcher) on a bi-weekly basis.
4. Implementation Phase: The center of action during this phase gravitates
around two important fields: MDGs and VLHs.
MDGs: During this time, MDGs met for an hour and fifteen minutes on a
weekly basis. These groups, made of two or three people, met any day of the
week, at any place of their choosing, and at any time of the day. They met to
work together around the agenda suggested by the MDG cards (Appendix G)
which was: Accountability, Scripture Reading, and Prayer (both individual
and communal). To accomplish this, the Facilitator led other participants in
answering the five key questions on the MDG card. After all participants
answered all five questions, the Facilitator (or anyone else around the circle)
finished by praying for the six people named on the back of the MDG cards
(Appendix G). The key for the success of the MDGs was consistency. As
Chapter 4 of this project will clearly demonstrate, churches with MDGs that
met on a consistent basis show significantly more personal transformation in
the lives of those who participated than churches where weekly meetings were
scattered and inconsistent.
Furthermore, at the end of every month, the Implementing Leader called all
Facilitators for a Monthly Resourcing Meeting (MRM). Everyone
participating in an MDG could attend this meeting, but only Facilitators were
required to be present. The MRM is a meeting that accomplishes two main
purposes: to listen to participant’s experiences; and to offer further resourcing
and encouragement. The content of the MRMs was provided by the MDI
according to the needs expressed by Implementing Leaders, and are useful in
helping Facilitators further understand the importance of the key questions
being asked in every weekly MDG meeting.
VLHs: The VLH began meeting the same week that the MDGs were
launched. These were typically hour-long meetings (sometimes lasting an
extra fifteen minutes depending on the circumstances or the topic) done on a
biweekly basis where three important things took place: 1. Verbal reports on
the MDG implementation progress; 2. Discussion about a reading assignment,
usually about a missional tool to be applied during the following two weeks
(see page 230 for a list of all Missional/Discipleship Tools available for
discussion); and 3. Prayer and encouragement. The researcher used BAND to
continue the conversation alive during the two weeks between each VLH
session.

Lorenzana 154

The VLH experience was also key in doing Focus Groups Interviews
(Appendix C) where the researcher asked specific questions regarding their
learning experience together. The researcher made sure to take notes about
their responses to be used in the findings of this research project.
5. Debriefing Phase: After three months of continued implementation of the
MDI, leaders were asked to stop for a necessary debriefing time. During a
VLH session in this phase, each Implementing Leader was asked to assess in a
few words the more significant learnings that took place during the
implementation phase. The researcher took careful notes of all comments
made to this effect to be used later in Chapter 4 (major findings).
Also, this is the time when the Post-Intervention Survey (Appendix B) was
utilized by the researcher for the purpose of gathering data regarding the
impact that implementation of the MDI had on participants in MDGs and also
on the Implementing Leader. It also helped Implementing Leaders reflect and
report on ways that they plan to continue their journey towards church culture
transformation in the near future.
It is important to remember here that MDI’s main purpose is to spark the
flame that could provoke a church culture transformation from an attractional
one (based on programs, buildings, and finances) to a missional one (based on
intentional-relational discipleship). The researcher knows quite well that three
months of implementation of the MDI will never be enough to achieve
complete transformation; however, he also knows that much can be
accomplished by sewing the right seed in the minds of leaders. The end goal is
not only to train on a particular subject but to build the capacity in church
leaders to provoke change.
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Even while all sixteen Hispanic Implementing Leaders received the same content
within their VLHs and were given specific direction in how to follow MDI’s
implementation process (including use of the MDG dynamics) because they also do
ministry in separate congregations across the continental United States, they all went
about the implementing task slightly differently. More of this will be shared in Chapters 4
and 5 of this project when we talk about main findings and surprises along the way.
Procedure for Analyzing the Evidence Collected
Evaluating and thoroughly analyzing the data collected as part of any research is
key for learning whether “the intervention accomplished the purpose of the project and
appropriately responded to the problem of the project” (Sensing 70). For a sound,
analytic process, it is important to have more than one form of data-collecting instrument.
For this project, as has been previously noted, the researcher used Pre- and PostFigure 3.1. MDI’s Five-Phase Implementation Process
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Intervention Surveys and Focus Group Interviews.
After taking time to carefully transcribe the data that resulted from Surveys and
Focus Group Interviews, the researcher categorized each into the following five groups:
a. Pre-Intervention (Implementing Leader): Current competence, and missional
discipleship habits (Research Question 1).
b. Pre-Intervention (Church): Current competence, and missional discipleship
habits (Research Question 1).
c. Post-Intervention (Implementing Leader): Newly acquired competence, and
missional discipleship habits (Research Question 2).
d. Post-Intervention (Church): Newly acquired competence, and missional
discipleship habits (Research Question 2).
e. Post-Intervention (Implementing Leader): Based on the newly acquired
understanding, capacity, and missional discipleship habits, how will leaders
go about developing a culture of discipleship within their ministry context?
(Research Question 3).

As one can easily infer from the categories above, the collected data addressed the
pre-intervention level of competence, readiness, and current missional discipleship habits
of the Implementing Leaders as well as the congregations. The data also addressed their
post-intervention situation based on newly acquired competencies and capacities built up
during the three-month MDI intervention process. Finally, the data addressed the
Implementing Leaders’ future plans for continued growth in the areas of culture change
and discipleship practices. The researcher decided to analyze each category separately.
After reading each of the Surveys and Focus Group Interview transcripts multiple
times, the researcher identified the repetition of key words, phrases, and concepts. In
order to enhance readability and clarity in the data being analyzed, the researcher decided
to color-code data according to the five categories described above. Additional data
emerged as the color-coded categories produced clearer themes and patterns. The
researcher made the decision at this point to rank themes and patterns in order of priority
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based on most common appearances. Those themes that appeared repeatedly received a
higher-ranking while a lower-ranking was given to those that appeared less often. He also
decided to set apart a number of outliers, exceptions, and variations at the end of the lists
for further investigation. To limit researcher bias, an independent reader also read the
manuscripts to compare and contrast the patterns and themes with the researcher’s
findings.
After having all five categories clearly color-coded, prioritized, and having
identified observable themes and patterns coming from the collected data, the researcher
began to draw preliminary conclusions while trying to discern obvious contrasts,
similarities, and differences. The end result of this analytical process is explained in
detail in Chapter 4 of this research project.
Reliability & Validity of Project Design
Sensing tells us “any single approach [to data-collection] will have limitations.
Subsequently, triangulation (multiple data-collection technologies designed to measure a
single concept or construct) provides a complex view of the intervention enabling a
‘thicker’ interpretation” (72). Put succinctly, utilizing multiple tools in data triangulation
usually helps produce more reliable results in any given research study. Pre- and PostIntervention Surveys were quite helpful in provoking deep-level reflection such that
participating leaders could get in touch with the core of their feelings and thoughts in
relation to the theme being investigated. While the Surveys enabled participating leaders
to elaborate their responses and take time on their answers, Focus Group Interviews were
clearly more extemporaneous and organic in nature which often prompted a different
level of input from participants. Interviews allowed respondents to provide primary
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information while also allowing the researcher the freedom to offer follow-up or
clarification questions, thus presenting the opportunity to discover more in-depth
responses. By using both the Surveys and the Interviews, the researcher was better
equipped to triangulate the overall data through comparing and contrasting the
information received, therefore, strengthening the reliability of the findings.
To enhance reliability, the researcher recorded (with previous consent of all
participants) all Focus Groups Interviews. An audio recording of the interviews was kept
in order to insure accuracy in the transcriptions. After taking time to transcribe and
review all interviews, the researcher sometimes contacted participants with a series of
follow-up questions in order to shed more light on their comments and statements. The
goal was to make sure that the transcript of the interview gives justice to the actual
statements of participants. Comparing the content of the original recorded Focus Group
Interview with the responses to all clarification questions allowed for consistency in data
collection.
Finally, the review committee at the proposal hearing offered suggestions about
the validity of this study. Through the process of review, discussion, and suggested
changes recommended by the committee, a successful completion of the revisions
validated the reliability of the research instruments and overall methodology of the
project.
Data Collection
This chapter described in more detail the methodology used by the researcher in
order to respond to the three Research Questions being asked with the purpose of
contributing to the solution of the problem identified in Chapter 1. The MDI project
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coaches Implementing Leaders on how to develop discipleship cultures using the two
main vehicles: Virtual Learning Huddles (VLHs) and Missional Discipleship Groups
(MDGs). The nature of the MDI project is clearly that of a coaching tool specifically for
Hispanic leaders who are willing to actively explore the provided missional discipleship
tools for three months. Consequently, the purpose of this research project was to develop
a coaching process for MDI Implementing Leaders interested in developing discipling
cultures by using the missional discipleship tools developed by MDI.
The research occurred within the United States in metropolitan and suburban
areas where significant Hispanic populations live. All participating leaders came from
Hispanic/Latino backgrounds, representing six different Latin American countries. All
participating leaders subscribe, to varying degrees, to the Anabaptist understanding of the
Christian faith and the official Mennonite Confession of Faith. A total of twenty church
leaders were invited to participate in this research project, based mostly on the
recommendation of our missional agency (Mennonite Mission Network).
In accordance with ethical considerations, all participants were assured
confidentiality. The names of the individuals and churches were not used at any point in
this project. Furthermore, a consent form (Appendix D) was offered to each of the
participating leaders in this research project. All forms were properly signed and then
stored in a secure fashion.
This project developed according to a research design of a qualitative/quantitative
exploratory case study method. To facilitate reliable data-collection, this study utilized a
multi-method approach that included Pre- and Post-Intervention Surveys as well as Focus
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Group Interviews. The intervention process for this project is defined by five separate
phases: recruitment, training, launching, implementation, and debriefing.
Data Analysis
For data-analysis, the MDI project color-coded information into five well-defined
categories:
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.

Pre-Intervention (Implementing Leader – Research Question 1)
Pre-Intervention (Church – Research Question 1)
Post-Intervention (Implementing Leader – Research Question 2)
Post-Intervention (Church – Research Question 2)
Post-Intervention (Implementing Leader – Research Question 3)

Furthermore, to enhance Reliability and Validity, the researcher decided to
triangulate data-collection by using a multi-method approach and by asking further
clarification questions to elaborate points from Focus Group Interviews transcripts.
Finally, the MDI is a timely reminder to the body of Christ that its true mission is
still to go out and make disciples of Jesus of all peoples. The MDI hopes to remind
pastors and leaders that effective disciple-making is an intentional endeavor driven by
human relationships and should not be left to chance. The fact is that the ecclesial life of
the average congregation in the USA tends to become so hectic that they seem unable to
find the time, space, and opportunity necessary for the disciple-making task to take place.
Our churches in the West tend to be over-programed and under-discipled. Due to the fact
that true, meaningful, life-changing discipleship only happens in close relationships with
other disciples, people in the church need to be set free to engage in this during the week.
Biblical discipleship only takes place when we decide to follow Jesus’ paradigm which
was both intentional and relational in nature.
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CHAPTER 4
FINDINGS
Overview of the Chapter
It is not a secret that the church in the Western world is in a steep decline. It has
been so for the last one hundred years. Today’s church is perhaps facing its worst crisis in
recent history as the percentage of churches that forever close their doors is significantly
higher than the percentage of new churches being planted. This is due in great part to the
fact that most churches have fundamentally abandoned the practices of faithful
discipleship and effective disciple-making. The central thesis for this project has been to
prove that it is possible to coach church leaders to develop a discipling culture that
promotes transformational discipleship that is truthfully missional (reproducible). Our
proposal throughout this project has been that discipleship is truly missional when:
1. It is part of a simple, strategic process that is done intentionally where one
person invites another to follow Jesus in daily life. To make disciples is to ask
someone else to love and obey Jesus the same way you do, and then ask that
person to repeat it with someone else; thus, repeating the cycle endlessly.
2. Its main goal is to develop basic spiritual Christian disciplines (individual and
communal prayer, Scripture reading, and peer-to-peer accountability) with the
sole purpose of honing the new disciple’s spiritual ears so that he or she is
able to listen and understand what Jesus is saying, and then obey and act upon
His words.
3. It takes place within a smaller community of believers (we suggest two to
three people) where participants can share openly and vulnerably about how
closely they are following Jesus.
The purpose of this study was to evaluate the effectiveness of a three-month
Missional Discipleship Initiative (MDI) intervention process with sixteen Hispanic
Implementing Leaders. The intervention included a biweekly coaching meeting using a
videoconferencing platform (Zoom.us) where theological, ecclesiological, and
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missiological matters were discussed. The process also provided a robust, hands-on
experience with intentional-relational disciple-making using Missional Discipleship
Groups (MDGs) as a vehicle. The main goal was to coach these leaders into developing
discipling cultures within their local congregations.
Participants
A total of sixteen church leaders coming from fourteen different congregations
agreed to participate in the entire MDI intervention process. Twenty church leaders were
initially invited via phone conversation and a follow up email. However, at the end, only
sixteen leaders responded positively (eighty percent of invitees) to the invitation and
participated from beginning to end in this project. Of those who agreed to participate in
this research project, all sixteen participants (one hundred percent) fully responded to the
electronic pre-and post-intervention Surveys sent to them via SurveyMonkey. One
hundred percent also responded to the two Focus Group Interviews (FGI) that were
conducted via video conferencing using the Zoom.us platform. The FGIs were recorded
on the Zoom.us cloud, transcribed, and finally translated into English in order to be used
as part of both Chapters four and five in this project.
The demographic profile of the sixteen samples is a close portrait of Hispanic
leadership in the Mennonite Church USA (Table 4.1.). The leaders are all between forty
and seventy-one years of age with the average age being 54.25 years old. All but one of
the leaders are married. The educational levels of the leaders varies significantly: three
have only a high school diploma (HS), five have a Bible institute certificate (BI), six have
a bachelor’s degree (BD), and two have a seminary degree (SD) from an accredited

Lorenzana 164
institution. Most participants are seasoned church Hispanic leaders who have ministered
for more than five years in their local setting. Fourteen of them are working in urban
settings while two are in rural areas of the country. Finally, twelve of them are males and
four are females. The sixteen participating congregations come from six of the nineteen
conferences in Mennonite Church USA:







Virginia Mennonite Conference (6 leaders)
South East Mennonite Conference (1 leaders)
Western District Mennonite Conference (2 leaders)
South Central Mennonite Conference (3 leaders)
Lancaster Mennonite Conference (3 leaders)
Central Plains Mennonite Conference (1 leader)

Table 4.1.. Demographic Profile of Participants
Subject Code

Age

Gender

Education

Rural/Urban

SA

40

M

BA

U

SB

44

M

HS

U

SC

45

M

HS

U

SD

64

F

SD

U

SE

46

M

SD

U

SF

47

M

BI

U

SG

64

M

BD

U

SH

71

M

BI

U

SI

45

F

BD

U

SJ

71

M

BI

R

SK

66

M

BI

R

SL

59

F

BD

U

SM

52

F

BI

U

SN

45

M

HS

U
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Table 4.1.. Demographic Profile of Participants
Subject Code

Age

Gender

Education

Rural/Urban

SO

54

M

BD

U

SP

55

M

BD

U

Research Question #1: Description of Evidence
What are the personal and congregational practices Implementing Leaders used
for promoting a culture of intentional-relational discipleship before the MDI intervention
process?
The Pre-Intervention Survey contained sixteen questions used to gather crucial
data regarding current discipling habits present in both the Implementing Leader and the
congregations they lead. This instrument deals directly with Research Question 1 (RQ1)
and is subdivided into two main sections: Section “A” (Q1-Q8) deals specifically with
the Implementing Leaders’ discipling habits and Section “B” (Q9-Q16) deals more
specifically with the congregation. The data-collecting instrument (SurveyMonkey) was
used at the beginning of the MDI intervention process as all sixteen Implementing
Leaders and their correspondent congregations launched the three-month MDI
intervention simultaneously.
Missional/Discipleship Habits of the Implementing Leader
The following figures and tables come from Section “A” (Q1-Q8) of the PreIntervention Survey. They help us see graphically the discipling trends and behaviors
(habits) found in Implementing Leaders pre-intervention. In relation to Q1, Figure 4.1
tells us that fifty-six percent of participating leaders understand discipleship to be a oneon-one intentional task based on close relationships.
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Figure 4.1. Pre-Intervention Survey - Section “A” Q1

At the same time, most Implementing Leaders (thirty-one percent) seem to share a
similar discipling experience in terms of who discipled them during their beginning

Figure 4.2. Pre-Intervention Survey - Section “A” Q2
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journey as disciples of Jesus (Figure 4.2) as responses to Q2 seem to suggest. Perhaps the
fact that such high percentage of them were discipled during their first steps as believers
by either the local pastor, youth pastor, or youth sponsor explains why so many (fifty-six
percent) defined discipleship in a similar way in Q1. It seems that these leaders know
firsthand the importance of the one-on-one emphasis when it comes to effective
discipleship as part of the life of the local congregation.
Even when the answers to the two previous questions (Q1 and Q2) seem to
indicate that participating church leaders clearly understand the centrality of an
intentional-relational discipleship practice and, in spite of the fact that responses to Q3
(Figure 4.3), seem to corroborate this as a fact by showing a remarkable ninety-four
percent of Implementing Leaders who responded that they are “currently walking with

Figure 4.3. Pre-Intervention Survey - Section “A” Q3
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someone” in this fashion, later conversations about this response during our Virtual
Learning Huddle (VLH) coaching sessions seem to clearly contradict this perception.
Apparently, most Implementing Leaders understood Q3 to be asking whether or not they
see themselves doing pastoral care for someone within their congregation on a regular
basis. Though doing normal, everyday pastoral care might definitely be conducive to
meaningful discipleship, Q3 was asking whether or not they were walking on a consistent
basis (weekly or perhaps biweekly) with a specific person with the intent of stimulating a
life-changing discipling experience based on character development as well as increased
ministry capacity. Such is the definition of discipleship we have utilized throughout this
project (see Chapter 2). When confronted with this concept of discipleship during our
VLHs, most leaders recognized that though they acknowledge the importance of the
intentional-relational approach to the discipling task, they had not invested enough time
doing it during their weekly agenda. The main reason for the lack of investment in others
in this fashion is related to significant time constraints.
Once again, answers to Q4 (Figure 4.4) reflect the same thought process in
participating church leaders, as up to seventy-five percent of them responded that they
invest “Anywhere from 1 to 3 hours a week” in the discipling task, when in reality, they
meant to say that they invest time during the week in doing normal pastoral care such as
visiting hospitals, jails, and homes, as well as providing pastoral counseling when
necessary. Further conversation on this issue during VLH coaching time eventually
revealed that leaders misunderstood Q4 and were not necessarily implying that they
invest this amount of time during the week doing intentional-relational disciple-making.
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More details about this will be shared when we discuss our findings during the FGI phase
of this study.
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Figure 4.4. Pre-Intervention Survey - Section “A” Q4

Answers to Q5 (Figure 4.5) revealed that a high percentage (fifty percent) of
participating leaders see the practice of spiritual disciplines as key for their own

Figure 4.5. Pre-Intervention Survey - Section “A” Q5
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discipleship process and spiritual growth after Christ, and forty-four percent of
participants claimed to participate in accountability groups made of two or three people.
This data was puzzling to begin with since prior knowledge of the participants indicated
that not very many of them actually used accountability triads as a discipling vehicle
within their local context. VLHs coaching time and further conversations shed more light
on this subject. While the participating leaders acknowledged that they are not currently
participating in an accountability group (such as an MDG), their answers to Q5 were
meant to indicate that they see this as a viable way of promoting a meaningful discipling
experience as their churches move forward on becoming more mission-oriented. In a
more straight-forward way, the fact that fifty percent of participating leaders
acknowledge that regular practice of solid spiritual disciplines might be a crucial factor
when discipling others in the way of Jesus is important for the purposes of this study
since this principle is one of the key components that the MDI intervention attempts to
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Figure 4.6. Pre-Intervention Survey - Section “A” Q6

promote. MDI intervention challenges leaders and believers within their congregations to
engage others in practicing spiritual disciplines together using MDGs as a vehicle where
such spiritual habits could be deeply rooted in participants’ lifestyles. In the answers to
Q6 (Figure 4.6), we find a tie between participants responding that they are either
“Dissatisfied” (forty-four percent) or “Satisfied” (forty-four percent) with the type of
missional/discipleship culture that is currently in place in their local congregations. When
those who responded “Satisfied” were asked to further explain their response during VLH
coaching sessions, they simply said that they either “didn't understand the question” or
that they believe that the church “is going the right direction” by implementing the MDI
intervention process. In any case, it seems that in reality most Implementing Leaders
were not especially excited about the culture they perceive is in place in their local setting
in relation to the missional/discipleship theme.
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Figure 4.7. Pre-Intervention Survey - Section “A” Q7

Once more, the explanation for the results of Q7 (Figure 4.7) could be ascribed to
the same mental process that by now is seen as a trend in our responders as they took this
particular survey. Up to seventy-five percent of leaders “Strongly agree” that making
other disciples of Jesus is currently the most important item in their weekly agenda.
When cross examined during our coaching via VLH sessions about this question,
participating leaders seemed to see most everything they do during the week as related to
intentional-relational disciple-making, when, in reality, most of them keep themselves
busy with running church programs and taking care of church-related administrative
tasks.
The final question in Section “A” of the Pre-Intervention Survey (Table 4.2.) asks
for a personal definition of discipleship. In the text analysis (as facilitated by
SurveyMonkey) for Q8, we find the following emphasis: “to know,” “to walk with,” and
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“to follow” Christ. Our respondents are right on track with the concept of discipleship
that we are suggesting in this project, which is basically learning once again how to
follow Jesus through the intimacy of a tight-knit, highly-committed community of
disciples.

Table 4.2. Pre-Intervention Survey - Section “A” Q8 “Please explain in a few words what is
your personal concept of discipleship?”
Subject Code

Response

SA

“It is the personal relationship that develops as we walk hand in hand with a new convert while
sharing the principles of the Word of God through the guidance of the Holy Spirit.”

SB

“It is what happens when someone presents Christ to another individual and invites him to follow
Him through the Scriptures for the rest of his/her life becoming an example so that others might
want to also follow Christ.”

SC

“The original concept, which Jesus left to his Disciples to walk with others in an intentional way.”

SD

“To follow the commandment of Jesus.”

SE

“To bring converts to Christ, and to develop a Christian character, through knowledge of the
Scriptures, participation in the church life and commitment to make more disciples for Christ.”

SF

“Discipling, in my personal opinion, is to bring someone to maturity in Christ, to model the life of
Jesus to him/her by developing a relationship based on accountability.”

SG

"To know Jesus, to guide others to know Him; so that they also do the same.”

SH

“I think it is about what Jesus preached, taught and did. Disciples not only preach but are a
community that does as well.”

SI

“I believe that discipleship should not be a program of the church, but rather it is the call of Jesus
to all Christians.”

SJ

“Training new believers to be leaders so they can later train other new believers also.”

SK

“To lead people to know God. My People perish for lack of knowledge.”

SL

No response
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Table 4.2. Pre-Intervention Survey - Section “A” Q8 “Please explain in a few words what is
your personal concept of discipleship?”
Subject Code

Response

SM

No response

SN

“To help church members acquire the form of Christ within them.”

SO

"It is a relationship with non-believers that is intentional with the purpose of helping that person
know and see the supernatural work of God in him/her. The goal is to bring this person to maturity
in Christ so that this person does the same with others”

SP

"Follow the teachings of Lord Jesus, put them into practice and teach them to others so they can
also do the same with others"

Missional/Discipleship Habits of the Church
The following figures and tables come from Section “B” (Q9-Q16) of the PreIntervention Survey. They help us see graphically the discipling trends and behaviors
(habits) found in participating congregations as perceived by the Implementing Leaders.
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Responses to the questions in this part of the survey, which focused on the
discipleship and disciple-making habits and practices of their congregation, are somewhat
similar to the responses in the first part of the survey where the Implementing Leaders
described their personal habits and practices in this department. This is not surprising as
it is usually the case that leaders set the tone for the culture of a church. Leaders who are
not missional in their outlook will in time produce congregations which also lack such
missional impetus. Responses to Q9 (Figure 4.8) indicate that eighty-one percent of
Implementing Leaders believe that the disciple-making task is being shared by a number
of people (leaders) in the local congregation. Once again, deeper examination of this
during VLH coaching time demonstrates that, as has been the case in previous questions,
what they are mostly thinking about here is normal pastoral care activities rather than

Figure 4.8. Pre-Intervention Survey - Section “B” Q9
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specifically intentional-relational discipleship activities. Though pastoral care activities
promote a healthy culture of discipleship and disciple-making, upon further discussion,

Figure 4.9. Pre-Intervention Survey - Section “B” Q10

Implementing Leaders were quick to realize that this is not the same as inviting people to
a more intentional discipleship experience. Pastoral care actions are responses to the
needs of parishioner, but usually are not geared toward building spiritual disciplines in
those who are being cared for.
This becomes clearer when we read responses to Q10 (Figure 4.9), where fifty
percent of Implementing Leaders also affirm that “lack of commitment to God’s mission”
is the most critical reason why people in the congregation do not engage in intentionalrelational disciple-making. Twenty-five percent also responded that people in their
congregations don’t seem to find the time and the space to invest in others in such a way.
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Meanwhile, fifty-seven percent of Implementing Leaders responded to Q11
(Figure 4.10) by asserting that their congregations are passionate for spiritual formation
issues, and twenty-nine percent indicated that their congregations possess a strong sense
of community. These characteristics make these congregations a fertile ground for
discipleship for sure if only they could demonstrate more interest in God’s ultimate

Figure 4.10. Pre-Intervention Survey - Section “B” Q11

mission for disciple-making by creating the time and the space to invest their personal
capital (spiritual, relational, emotional, intellectual, and financial) in others outside the
church walls. Unfortunately, this is a trend present not only in Hispanic congregation but
in most congregations in the USA which tend to be a busy hub of church activities,
concerts, fund-raising events, programs, and other similar activities. These programs are
not necessarily bad in and of themselves, but they definitely get in the way of church
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Figure 4.11. Pre-Intervention Survey - Section “B” Q12

members who might otherwise be interested in investing themselves in shaping the lives
of others.
The responses to Q12 (Figure 4.11) show that fifty-three percent of Implementing
Leaders affirm that most people in their congregations seem to be “Satisfied” with the
current missional outlook of their congregations. This is a discouraging result especially
for our participating church leaders. When probed further regarding this question during
our regular VLH sessions, it became clear that the Implementing Leaders deplored the
fact that most people in their congregations seem content with the status quo. It seems
that “normal” believers within these congregations seem unwilling to further expand their
missional frontier. At the same time, this finding seems to fuel Implementing Leaders’
willingness to continue their journey forward with renewed energy and enthusiasm until a
new discipling culture eventually emerges within their ministry contexts.
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Figure 4.12. Pre-Intervention Survey - Section “B” Q13

To a certain degree, most congregations in the world would probably agree with
the statement offered in Q13 (Figure 4.12). “To make disciples of Jesus,” most churches
would proclaim, “is currently the most important activity in our church life.” Fifty
percent of our participating church leaders responded to this statement with strong
agreement. Nonetheless, despite the fact that most mission statements of churches around
the country (including most Hispanic churches) include a strong affirmation of
discipleship as being central to their very existence, in practical terms, most
congregations do not make discipleship or disciple-making central to their normal
congregational life in an intentional way.
As has been suggested earlier in this study, discipleship seems to be understood as
a given as long as people participate in the normal patterns of congregational life. If
people come to church and participate, many pastors and church leaders seem to believe
they are probably becoming effective disciples of Jesus. The fact that in Q14 (Figure
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4.13), sixty-three percent of Implementing Leaders agreed that average believers in their
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Figure 4.13. Pre-Intervention Survey - Section “B” Q14

congregations had no experience with intentional-relational disciple-making, simply
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Figure 4.14. Pre-Intervention Survey - Section “B” Q15

corroborates our assertion above. Q15 in the Pre-Intervention Survey Section “B”
(Figure 4.14) invited Implementing Leaders to prioritize church activities based on the
amount of time and resources invested in them. Interestingly, the answers showed that
“Fellowship meals” occupy the highest position with an average response of 3.83, closely
followed by “Evangelism” 3.42. This came as a surprise to our study as most churches
(including Hispanic ones) only have fellowship meals about once a month and most are
“potluck” style, meaning that people bring a dish to share with others in the congregation.
It is puzzling that these simple meals require the most time and resources each week,
especially in relation to other options available such as “Weekend service,” which, rather
than receiving the highest priority as expected, had an average score of only 1.71 being
the lowest of all! It is a proven fact that church leaders invest most of their weekly time
and effort creating a weekend worship event for the rest of the congregation, and there
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will also be volunteers who spend their time and energy to fill the many jobs that are part
of each weekend service: ushers, musicians, Sunday School teachers, and many others.
On the other hand, evangelism activities do require significant energy and time,
both in planning and execution, so the high score for evangelism in Q15 does seem
reasonable. As a matter of fact, during one of our Focus Group Interview times,
Implementing Leaders seemed to corroborate that they indeed invest significant time and
resources on evangelistic activities (Table 4.4). This is rather typical of Hispanic
congregations in the USA.
Perhaps most significantly for this study is the fact that “Disciple-making
practices” came second to last in church priorities with an average score of 2.0. This
seems to confirm the trend already established in the previous answers; disciple-making
has not been central to the life of most participating congregations in this study. As Table
4.3 demonstrates, Implementing Leaders’ desire and hope is for a significant change in
the current state of their respective congregations in the near future.

Table 4.3. Pre-Intervention Survey - Section “B” Q16 “What is your highest hope or
expectation for participating in the MDI?”
Subject Code

Response

SA

“To be able to disciple the greatest number of believers in my congregation so that they, once they
learn how discipleship works, will continue to do so with others in the following years, and thus
creating a discipleship culture.”

SB

“That discipleship becomes a culture in our local context.”

SC

No response

SD

“To learn.”
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Table 4.3. Pre-Intervention Survey - Section “B” Q16 “What is your highest hope or
expectation for participating in the MDI?”
Subject Code

Response

SE

“To make disciples of Christ who are responsible for making other disciples of Christ.”

SF

“To equip myself to know correctly how to make disciples so that I know how to instruct others to
do the same.”

SG

“That anyone who is invited to our congregation decides to follow Jesus as we do, learning
important devotional habits that in time become a way of life. Also, that they become disciples who
make disciples. Disciples who also plant new churches.”

SH

“To make disciples who are committed with the kingdom of God.”

SI

“That we, as a community of faith, develop a discipling culture, challenging each other to be
accountable to one another as we grow together in faith.”

SJ

“To learn how to make disciples that know how to make other disciples.”

SK

“To intentionally form groups that can have communion, share the Word of God, and be
accountable to one another.”

SL

No response

SM

“To learn how to prepare people who are willing to grow spiritually, and to be knowledgeable, and
equipped to be disciples who intentionally disciple other on a person-to-person fashion.”

SN

“To see my brothers and sisters grow and serve the Lord while discipling others.”

SO

"That I get the help I need to personally improve with knowing how to fulfill the calling to making
disciples. I want to be able to do this well with others.”

SP

“That our people participate in a Missional Discipleship Group (GDM) in order to eventually
establish a culture of discipleship for the whole congregation.”

Focus Group Interviews
Focus Group Interviews (FGI) were done twice during this study. One took place
at the very beginning of this process, and a second one at the very end of it. These
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interviews happened during our regular VLH and were recorded via Zoom.us,
transcribed, and translated into English. Both of these interviews involved all
participants, and the questions were distributed at least one week in advance in order to
stimulate deeper reflection. During each FGI, all the participants were given five minutes
to share their answers to two specific questions. The goal was to hear an extemporaneous
response to important questions related to this learning process. Q1 and Q2 of FGI #1
dealt specifically with RQ1, whereas Q1 of the FGI #2 dealt with RQ2 of this study. The
last question (Q2) of FGI #2 simply invited participants to provide a word of advice (or
of encouragement) to MDI as we continue working with other leaders in new
implementation cycles in the near future.
Focus Group Interview #1 (Pre-Intervention)
Q1: What are the discipling practices or habits that currently exist in your congregation?
The following Table shows just a few of the responses to this question from
participating church leaders (Table 4.4):

Table 4.4. Focus Group Interview #1 - Q1 “What are the discipling practices or habits
that currently exist in your congregation?”
Subject Code

Response

SG

“Home Groups with the intention of forming Christian habits in believers. A program of
three levels of discipleship. The themes were according to the spiritual maturity of the
person.”

SH

“Anabaptist Biblical Institute: Formation of new leaders who are going to plant new
churches.”

SI

“Iglesia en el camino” (Church on the Way). These are small groups in the homes of
church members. The idea is to reach non-believers.”
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Table 4.4. Focus Group Interview #1 - Q1 “What are the discipling practices or habits
that currently exist in your congregation?”
Subject Code

Response

SK

“Explosive Evangelism: It is a cell format where you go out to share the gospel. A 15- to
20-minute meeting that includes a three-minute testimony. It is done in public places like
parks, neighborhoods and other places.”

SO

"I meet with 12 people on Fridays. Our group is called ‘disciples’ and we are looking to
raise a movement of Jesus in the city. Some of my disciples already have disciples. What I
teach them then they go and teach others in their contexts.”

As we can judge by reading just a handful of the answers provided by
Implementing Leaders in response to the FGI #1 Q1, church leaders and their respective
congregations are quite busy using a number of tools geared towards discipleship. Most
of the responses have to do either with home groups (cells), different formats for
evangelism, or different forms of Bible education (Bible institute or similar). A form of
discipleship that invites people to a one-on-one basis is practically non-existent in any of
the churches that participated in this study with the only exception of SO who, in his own
words, is definitely very intentional in “looking to raise a movement of Jesus in the city.”
Q2: What do you hope to achieve from this intervention process?
This question is closely related to question Q16 of the Pre-Intervention Survey
which asked about participants’ hopes and expectations as they began the intervention
process. Q2 in FGI #1 was meant to clarify Implementing Leaders’ expectations; we
wanted to make sure that we were hearing what these were from the very beginning.
From our perspective, it was very important to make sure they understood that this is just
a three-month intervention process. Developing a discipling culture within the local
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congregation will take much more than just a few months. In Table 4.5, we can see a
brief summary of some of the responses received for FGI #1 Q2:

Table 4.5. Focus Group Interview #1 - Q2 “What do you hope to achieve from this
intervention process?”
Subject Code

Response

SP

“1. Getting each person in our church into a discipling process.
2. To form new leaders or collaborators
3. To multiply the church into a new church”

SH

“That those who are discipled eventually become implementers.”

SM

“I hope to achieve more care groups, people caring for others. That the passion to win other
souls be aroused.”

SL

“I would like to see greater commitment and involvement of people to go and make
disciples. That the church emerges as a direct result of intentional discipleship.”

SD

"To learn how to disciple people and see spiritual growth in them as they follow Jesus.
May these disciples learn to share with others what they have learned.”

Implementing Leaders had high expectations regarding the outcome of the MDI
coaching process. The FGI was quite helpful in lowering their anxiety level as they were
given far more detail about the limitations of a brief study such as this. It was important
for them to know that this intervention was intended more as a primer, a starting point of
a journey towards becoming more missional, a journey that most probably will endure for
the rest of their ministry.

Lorenzana 189
Research Question #2: Description of Evidence
What elements of the MDI intervention process were most helpful for
Implementing Leaders when seeking to establish a discipling culture within their local
congregations?
The Post-Intervention Survey was divided into three sections. Section “A” (Q1Q8) identifies the elements of the MDI intervention process that Implementing Leaders
found most helpful for creating a positive trend towards a congregational culture that
emphasizes discipleship and disciple-making. Section “B” (Q9-Q13) measures more
specifically the overall impact that active participation in an MDG had on those members
of the church who participated during the three-month implementation period. Section
“C” (Q14-Q16) more specifically refers to RQ3 which deals with the how Implementing
Leaders plan to continue the learning journey towards accomplishing a church culture
change where discipleship takes center stage in their missional activity after the MDI
intervention is over. We will explore more about Section “C” of this instrument later in
the discussion of RQ3.
The Post-Intervention Survey data-collecting instrument (SurveyMonkey) was
used at the very end of the MDI intervention process as all sixteen Implementing Leaders
and their corresponding congregations wrapped up the three-month MDI intervention
process simultaneously.
The following figures and tables come from Section “A” (Q1-Q8) of the PostIntervention Survey. They help us see graphically the overall impact the MDI
intervention process had on Implementing Leaders and whether or not their capacity for
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understanding and implementing a disciple-making culture has been increased by
participating in the MDI project.
Overall Impact of the MDI Intervention Process on the Implementing Leader
By observing the answers to Q1 (Figure 4.15), it seems clear that most
Implementing Leaders have received a new awareness of the centrality that the disciple
making task has in the life and immediate future of the local church. Thirty-eight percent
of Implementing Leaders seem to affirm that “If we fail at discipleship we might fail at
everything else we attempt to do,” a truth which Implementing Leaders seemed to have
re-discovered during the intervention process. At the same time, twenty-five percent of
them also recognize that discipleship is really about learning how to multiply the life of
Jesus within us in the life of someone else. A significant amount of time during the VLH
coaching dealt with exploring a number of practical missional tools as well as disciple-

Figure 4.15. Post-Intervention Survey - Section “A” Q1
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making vehicles that would streamline a simple strategic process for discipleship and
disciple-making in the local context where such multiplication of oneself unto others
would be possible.
One of these tools has been the implementation of Missional Discipleship Groups
(MDGs). Responses to Q2 (Figure 4.16) affirm that Implementing Leaders struggle to use
this particular tool as a discipling vehicle. Thirty-one percent of respondents found it
difficult to establish a weekly rhythm for meeting with others for the purpose of
intentional discipleship. Again, perhaps this speaks about the busyness that surrounds the
congregational life of most churches participating in our study. Furthermore, twenty-five
percent also identify “lack of interest of participants” as one important challenge to be
conquered. Our suggestion is that MDGs are in fact a useful vehicle for intentional
disciple-making. They do require, however, that believers make them a priority in their

Figure 4.16. Post-Intervention Survey - Section “A” Q2
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weekly schedule so that the discipleship task is not neglected. Again, the real issue here
is that the way we do church, which is mainly centered on buildings, programs, events,
activities and weekend services, does not allow people freedom of time for engagement
with others outside the church limits in a life-changing, transformational, disciple-making
mode.
An important emphasis made during the VLH training had to do with the fact that
most churches are not good at creating more intimate spaces where discipleship and
disciple-making could take place. The average church in America tends to do quite well
with large weekend services and the slightly smaller gatherings of home churches or
cells, but the more intimate gatherings of two or three people are mostly regarded as a
waste of time. Responses to Q3 (Figure 4.17), however, seem to indicate that our
Implementing Leaders have acquired a new awareness of the need for creating such

Figure 4.17. Post-Intervention Survey - Section “A” Q3
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intimate gatherings. Forty-four percent of participants responded that “Peer-to-peer
accountability” was the most important ingredient that MDGs provided them in relation
to a life of discipleship. This is also important because there were other quite relevant
options available such as “It puts me in touch with Scripture” (Zero percent) or “It
facilitates the development of spiritual disciplines” (twenty-five percent), yet seven
leaders chose to emphasize “Peer-to-peer accountability” instead. This probably means
that Implementing Leaders recognize the need for creating this type of space more
effectively within their local congregations. MDGs, therefore, could be a viable way of
promoting this crucial space where accountability can be practiced as well as a space
where central Christian values can be shared more intentionally and effectively from one
person to the next.
Interestingly, responses to Q5 (Figure 4.18) correspond quite well with Q3, which
is why we are displaying it out of sequence here. In Q5, Implementing Leaders also seem

Figure 4.18. Post-Intervention Survey - Section “A” Q5
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to be stating that the MDI intervention has provided them with an accountability group
where they can share their life with others (forty-four percent). We can safely assume that
in their response they are including both their experience with the MDGs and also their
experience with the biweekly VLH where they met with other Implementing Leaders,
creating a life-giving learning community.
Even though most church leaders and their corresponding congregations in
America (including Hispanic ones) would say that they want to be more mission-oriented
kingdom communities, a significant number of them are actually getting tired of the term
“missional.” We have touched on this subject briefly (see Chapter 2). Partly this
weariness is because the conversation has been taking place for almost thirty-five years
now, and leaders and churches are not necessarily seeing enough traction taking place
toward a desired missional destiny. Added to this is the sense that if “everything” is

Figure 4.19. Post-Intervention Survey - Section “A” Q4
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missional, then “nothing” is truly missional. Fundamentally, the church is “on mission”
when she renews her commitment with the Great Commission which basically calls us to
go out and make new disciples of Jesus everywhere! Judging by the responses to Q4
(Figure 4.19), thirty-eight percent of our Implementing Leaders seem to recognize that
they have renewed their understanding of what the word “missional” truly means. It is
truly exciting to realize that seventy-five percent of participating Implementing Leaders
feel “much more competent” regarding the disciple-making task after the MDI
intervention process than they felt before this process took place. This new level of
confidence is reflected in the answers to Q6 and Q7 (Figures 4.20 and 4.21).
Implementing Leaders seem to be quite affirming of the MDI intervention process as one
that could be effective in sparking the flame of a desired discipling culture in the local
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congregation (sixty-three percent strongly agreed and the remaining thirty-eight percent
agreed with that statement). This is remarkable as the goal of this project has been to
provide Hispanic leaders with deeper theological reflection and missional tools that could
facilitate the start of an intentional church culture where once again disciple-making is at
the core of who they are as the people of God.
Responses to Q8 of Section “A” in this instrument speak to what Implementing
Leaders perceive to be the most valuable tools they received from the MDI coach while
participating in the VLH dynamics. A text analysis of the answers provided here
(compiled by SurveyMonkey’s text analysis feature) shows the following words as key:

Figure 4.20. Post-Intervention Survey - Section “A” Q6

vision, availability, learning, discipleship, and questions. Reading through the answers
that Implementing Leaders provided shows that the leaders went in many different

Lorenzana 197
Figure 4.21. Post-Intervention Survey - Section “A” Q7

directions with this question. Some of them seem to be quite appreciative of a renewed
“vision” for discipleship and disciple-making that MDI has provided them. Others simply
talk about the fact that the MDI coach has been readily “available" for them along the
learning and implementing processes. Others, perhaps more inclined towards deeper
theological reflection and academic learning, seem to be quite appreciative of the
“learning” that has taken place. A number of leaders seem to have learned new insights
regarding the centrality of the theme of “discipleship.” Perhaps a new perspective or even
new ways of approaching the subject from a more practical standpoint are part of the
equation here. Finally, I observed that church leaders who are in the trenches seem to be
quite hungry for coaching tools and meaningful learning experiences. Too often, those
who lead the charge for the kingdom of God in our city neighborhoods feel isolated and
removed from others. Leaders are full of sometimes troubling “questions” that perhaps
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could be answered by others who have gone through the same issues before. Therefore,
community building for leaders as part of this process has been a definite plus!

Table 4.6. Post-Intervention Survey - Section “A” Q8 “What has been the most valuable
tool you received from the MDI coach while participating in the VLH dynamics?”
Subject Code

Response

SA

“The understanding of how to manage a small group with specific and direct questions that
allow for planning and acting. Also, how to measure success and correct mistakes according to
the results obtained.”

SB

“The implementation of a system that allows for advancing the vision and mission of making
disciples, with the purpose of hopefully planting new churches.”

SC

“The deep theological teachings.”

SD

“The relationship and sharing in class in reference to the instruments read in the book.”

SE

“The firm constancy in the learning and movement of discipleship circles.”

SF

“Practical material that is developed in a quite simple way.”

SG

"Being able to share experiences with other Implementing Leaders.”

SH

“To learn how to better train others.”

SI

“To work with a community of leaders who share a common vision.”

SJ

“That he is always willing to help and to answer my questions.”

SK

“To relate to other church leaders getting to know them better.”

SL

“That the coach has always been available to answer questions and guide the process.”

SM

“The Virtual Learning Huddle!”
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Table 4.6. Post-Intervention Survey - Section “A” Q8 “What has been the most valuable
tool you received from the MDI coach while participating in the VLH dynamics?”
Subject Code

Response

SN

“He has provided me with information that has produced an awakening in my understanding of
the value of discipleship.”

SO

"The camaraderie, to have someone who understands what I do, and that is interested in helping
me.”

SP

“The tool called The Learning Circle: Processing the Kairos Event.”

Overall Impact of the MDI Intervention Process on MDG Participants
The following figures and tables come from Section “B” (Q9-Q13) of the PostIntervention Survey and they help us see graphically the level of impact that the MDI
intervention process had on people from congregations that participated in this project. It
is important to know that these answers reflect the opinions of the Implementing Leaders,
not those of the actual participants. An important role that Implementing Leaders played
during the intervention process was that of closely monitoring the implementation of
MDGs. In almost every VLH, the MDI coach asked one Implementing Leader to share an
oral report of some of the most important observation and learnings that were taking
place related to MDG implementation.
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Responses to Q9 tell us that remarkably seventy-five percent of the MDGs that
were launched at the beginning of the MDI intervention process made it till the end
(Figure 4.22). A significant number of these groups continued to meet even after the
three-month deadline was over. This was in spite of the fact that along the way a number
of Implementing Leaders complained about finding it difficult both for them and for their
MDG participants to find time and space for having the actual meeting as we learned in

Figure 4.22. Post-Intervention Survey - Section “B” Q9

Q2 Section “A” of the Pre-Intervention Survey (Figure 4.2).
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As has been explained previously in this project, the Monthly Resource Meeting
(MRM) had been suggested as a way of keeping Facilitators of MDGs on track with the
discipling task. A significant number of Implementing Leaders (eighty-one percent)

Figure 4.23. Post-Intervention Survey - Section “B” Q10

report in their responses to Q10 (Figure 4.23) that the MRMs were key to the success of
the MDI intervention.
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Figure 4.24. Post-Intervention Survey - Section “B” Q11

At the same time, responses to Q11 (Figure 4.24) only confirm what the MDI
coach had suggested before all sixteen Implementing Leaders launched their MDGs,
namely that “recruitment of great Facilitators is the key for the success of the
implementation of MDGs in the local church.” Forty-four percent of Implementing
Leaders seem to believe that this is so.
When asked in Q12 about a major sign of transformation perceived on
participants in MDGs (Figure 4.25), fifty percent of Implementing Leaders observed
stronger bonds between participants after just one three-month cycle of implementation.
Furthermore, five of them (thirty-one percent) perceived a noticeable increase in the level
of commitment to the local congregation. This finding supports the thesis that more
intimate, highly-committed small groups exponentially increase the sense of belonging of
the participants. People who might have felt alienated or even in the margins of a given
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Figure 4.25. Post-Intervention Survey - Section “B” Q12

congregation before will tend to feel included as part of the church family after spending
time in an MDG. As has been said previously in this study, few people leave a church
because they disagree with the worship style or the preaching or even because of
doctrinal positions; rather, people leave their churches mostly because they feel that they
do not belong there. It is easy to feel separated from a church family, especially when one
is rather new to a community where relational bonds between people go back multiple
generations. Once a person new to a particular community gets to know (and is known
by) one or two people, all of a sudden they may have a different outlook.
Therefore, it is not difficult to infer that this is why seventy-five percent of
participants, according to the Implementing Leaders’ responses to Q13, are “Satisfied”
with the results and the experience enjoyed in those MDGs (Figure 4.26). This is great
news considering the fact that even though these types of groups are relatively easy to
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Figure 4.26. Post-Intervention Survey - Section “B” Q13

launch, they are not easy to sustain for the long haul. Participants may feel that something
so simple—a brief gathering of two or three people on a weekly basis—cannot make any
real, significant difference in anyone. Nothing could be farther from the truth. These
triads have proven to be an effective tool for provoking a discipleship experience outside
of the church walls where it really matters. MDGs do provide a simple tool for church
leaders who are serious about developing a church culture where anyone who is a disciple
of Jesus, not just key leaders, can invite someone else to a life-changing discipling
experience.
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Research Question #3: Description of Evidence
How do Implementing Leaders plan to continue the learning journey towards
accomplishing a culture change within the church where discipleship becomes the center
of their missional activity?
In order to properly answer this question, qualitative data was collected from the
Post-Intervention Survey Section “C” (Q14-16) and from the second Focus Group
Interview which took place at the very end of the intervention process. Focus Group
Interviews were quite helpful in that, due to their extemporaneous nature, they shed
additional light on some of the key themes of this study. After classifying all the themes
that emerged from both the pre-and post-intervention Surveys as well as the more
informal focus group interviews, I was able to define major findings for this study. These
findings will be discussed in further detail in Chapter 5.
Plan to Continue the Learning Journey

Lorenzana 206
According to their responses to Q14, fifty-six percent of Implementing Leaders
“Strongly agree” that the MDI intervention process, including the MDG aspect of it, has
given them a simple, strategic plan for the ongoing purpose of establishing a discipling
culture in their local context (Figure 4.27). The remaining forty-four percent also
“Agree” with that statement. Church leaders who have participated in this coaching
process are excited about the possibilities that this experience has opened for them and
their respective congregations; forty-four percent of them are “Very willing” to continue

Figure 4.27. Post-Intervention Survey - Section “C” Q14
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the coaching experience in the near future while fifty-six percent of them are “Willing” to
explore this possibility, according to their responses to Q15 (Figure 4.28). Out of the
sixteen participants, not one is unwilling to continue the coaching and learning
experience. This is quite exciting because, though the Missional Church conversation has
been ongoing for more than three decades already, Hispanic church leaders are just
beginning to make sense of it. This is mainly due to the fact that there are not many
resources written in Spanish on the Missional Church theme. Also, people providing

Figure 4.28. Post-Intervention Survey - Section “C” Q15

training and coaching in Spanish on this crucial theme are almost non-existent. The fact
that sixteen key church leaders in the Mennonite Church USA have taken part in this
study creates all kinds of new opportunities for other Hispanic leaders who are looking
for coaching resources and learning opportunities in their own language. Even more, this
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study is timely, as the Hispanic Mennonite Church (IMH in Spanish) will soon be
launching (perhaps as soon as 2020!) a plan called 100>25 (One Hundred by Year 2025!)
which ambitiously will attempt to plant 100 new Hispanic Mennonite congregations in
key cities and regions around the continental USA. We are sure that the learnings drawn
from this study will aid the church planters and strategists behind this effort.

Table 4.7. Post-Intervention Survey - Section “C” Q16 “As a congregation, what do you
think would be your next faithful step towards achieving the goal of developing a discipling
culture?
Subject Code

Response

SA

“Continue to disciple and participate in all available training. To encourage more people to join
the process as New, Committed or as Facilitators.”

SB

“To implement the system, until all New and Committed people become Facilitators and then
implementers (those who are called to it).”

SC

“We have to continue, the work does not end here!”

SD

“Continue with small groups to make disciples.”

SE

“To be able to establish a discipling experience in the majority of people of the church, and to
develop new servants (Facilitators) in other places. To invite new people to put their trust in Jesus
Christ.”

SF

“To motivate the Committed by sharing their experiences with others in the church with the
purpose to attract more Committed, Facilitators and New, specially from visitors.”

SG

“To continue being the product of the product.
Being a disciple in order to be able to disciple others.”

SH

“To continue the learning process so that we continue to grow as a congregation.”

SI

“We want to be able to continue equipping our Facilitators in order to expand the number of
people involved.”

SJ

“Put into practice what has been learned.”
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Table 4.7. Post-Intervention Survey - Section “C” Q16 “As a congregation, what do you
think would be your next faithful step towards achieving the goal of developing a discipling
culture?
Subject Code

Response

SK

“We will continue until we achieve the goal of creating a discipleship environment in our local
church.”

SL

“To keep putting into practice what I have learned and make disciples for the kingdom of
Heaven.”

SM

“I believe that in our congregation we have a desire and disposition to continue learning.”

SN

“I am working with the leadership in our church trying to awake in them a discipleship culture.”

SO

“To recruit new people who have spiritual maturity in order to be able to open more MDGs.”

SP

“To continue with our GDMs further till we learn how to multiply them.”

In looking at the responses to Q16, SurveyMonkey’s text analysis feature allows
us to see key concepts coming from all the comments. Key terms emerging from
participants’ responses are: new, implementing, follow up, committed, and practicing
what has been learned. I believe that the Implementing Leaders are once again on the
right track here as they seem to be saying that they are “committed” to put into “practice”
the “new” insights, tools, vehicles, and missional habits/practices learned. They are
committed, at different levels, to “implement” most of what has been learned, providing
necessary “follow up” to what has been accomplished up to this point in time.
Focus Group Interview #2 Q1
The FGI #2 Q1 asks the crucial question, “What is the level of success (from 1 to
5; 1 being ‘very low’" and 5 being ‘very high’) of the MDI intervention process in your
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local congregation?” The intention here was to hear from Implementing Leaders their
general assessment in relation to the level of “success” of the MDI intervention process.
Implementing Leaders were to evaluate both the Virtual Learning Huddle experience as
well as the implementation of the MDGs within their local congregations. Besides asking
for a number from 1 to 5, they were also asked to briefly qualify their answer. The
following are some of the responses we got to Q1.
Table 4.8. Focus Group Interview #2 - Q1 “What is the level of success (from 1 to 5; 1

being "very low" and 5 being "very high") of the MDI intervention process in your
local congregation?”
Subject Code

Response

SE

“#2, based on the number of MDGs we were able to launch. But if I have to evaluate what is
happening within those MDGs, I would give it a #4. I see the responses of the people with
whom I am meeting. I see more commitment and desire to learn. The people have fulfilled their
commitment to meet on a weekly basis. Change is happening and it shows! People are reading
more their Bible.”

SH

"#5, because we have managed to implement it in the 7 MDGs that are already working. These
seem to be growing despite the fact that we had a hurricane roaring through the area.”

SI

“#4, because the first weeks have been all about implementation. It has not been difficult to
explain to others… Even people new to the faith understand it. It has not been easy to create a
discipling culture and in passing we had the Christmas and New Year holidays in the middle of
the process. I think it's a good program to follow.”

SN

“#4, because there are groups that have not been able to continue. However, those who are
actually meeting are doing very well and I have been able to see the change in the spiritual life
of the participants. I see more dedication to the Lord and to the church in several of them. This
VLH has provoked me to think about the church in a different way in terms of what true growth
is all about.”

SO

"#3, because I found the materials we have received very useful. They are biblical and very
clear. Also, I think it's good to have a coach who understands what we're doing, even though the
VLH is only one hour.”

Lorenzana 211

These are only a few encouraging examples of the responses to this question. The
actual average for this question was a 3.81 success rate.
Summary of Major Findings

Several major findings emerged from the data analysis. They are listed here only
in summary form and will be further discussed in Chapter five:
Finding #1
Church leaders clearly understand the importance of an intentional-relational
discipleship practice that mobilizes believers to make new disciples of Jesus.
Finding #2
Missional Discipleship Groups (MDGs) are an effective tool that not only
facilitates a transformational discipleship experience but also teaches believers how to
make new disciples of Jesus.
Finding #3
Church leaders seem to be eager to engage in a meaningful coaching experience
that provides them with practical missional tools in order to learn how to develop a
vibrant discipling culture in their local context.
Finding #4
A Virtual Learning Huddle (VLH) is an effective delivery tool that gets crucial
content to participating leaders quickly and with accuracy while also promoting the
creation of a learning community of leaders seeking to transform their church culture.
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CHAPTER 5
DISCUSSION
Overview of the Chapter
The purpose of this research project was to develop a coaching process for MDI
Implementing Leaders that would actively engage them in an action-reflection experience
where they could not only be part of a meaningful conversation on what it means to be a
mission-focused church but also experiment with hands-on missional tools in order to
enhance their awareness of the key role of discipleship in the life and survival of the local
church body. For this purpose, MDI devised a three-month intervention process designed
to spark the flame of a healthy and multiplying disciple-making culture among
participating Hispanic congregations in the Mennonite Church USA. Major findings in
relation to this research project are outlined in the following section.
Discussion of Major Findings
Finding #1
Church leaders clearly understand the importance of an intentional-relational
discipleship practice that mobilizes believers to make new disciples of Jesus.
The results of this research project only confirm what I have known all along:
most Christian churches are not effective in creating more intimate spaces (groups of two
or three people) where discipleship and disciple-making could thrive. Having been part of
the Christian church for the last forty-three years of my life, I know first-hand that this
has been true for all congregations I have been a part of. The data collected from all
sixteen participating leaders, plus my personal interviews with all of them, confirms that
they are in the same place as most other congregation in the USA.
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It is a well-known fact that most congregations are focused on the larger gathering
of their weekend service. This is not difficult to discern as this is usually the space where
church leaders invest most of their resources and creativity. The motivation behind this
trend might be connected to a number of factors: an inherited tradition of how to do
things, a wrong concept of what “church” is all about, or even the wrongly held belief
that tells leaders that “more” is always “better.” The fact of the matter is that focusing on
more people (the crowds) is definitely not an effective strategy, not if our goal is to make
disciples of Jesus. Jesus Christ knew this very well and His first disciples did also. We
would do well to follow their example. It has been emphasized throughout this project
that true, transformational, multiplicative discipleship flourishes when:
a. It is part of a simple, strategic process that is done intentionally where one person
invites another to follow Jesus in daily life.
b. Its main goal is to develop basic spiritual Christian disciplines (individual and
communal prayer, Scripture reading, and peer-to-peer accountability) in close
relationship with others.
c. And that it takes place within a smaller community of believers (we suggest two to
three people) where participants can share openly and vulnerably about how closely
and faithfully they are following Jesus.
As has been previously stated in this research project, discipleship is the effective
transference of knowledge, faith, and spiritual life from one person to the next, and this is
a central part of God’s story which we find in the Christian Scriptures. The literature
review presented in Chapter 2 of this research project loudly affirms our major findings
here. A good example is Christian sociologist Joseph R. Myers, who tells us that “people
search for community, they are listening with their eyes, ears, and emotions. They are
keenly aware of how we tell them they belong or don’t belong” (Myers 561). This
research project has provided a coaching experience for leaders on how to use small
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group dynamics, specifically within Missional Discipleship Groups, in order to help
people find a community where they actually feel like they belong.
Furthermore, considering the pervasive nature of individualism in the American
culture, it is important to say that the Christian faith is meant to be a personal experience
yet not a private experience. Hong has alerted us to the fact that even our communal
gatherings are impacted by a rampant individualism; he says that “Even the practices of
the church that must be done corporately, such as congregational worship, end up being,
tragically, ‘A thousand individual experiences of worship’ rather than the communal
experience that was meant to be” (Hong 92). The triads that have been suggested by MDI
as a key part of the intervention process have the potential of being a helpful antidote
against the insidious trend of individualism in our culture and our local churches by
allowing a more intimate space where a meaningful discipleship experiences could be
obtained. Intimacy, real relationships, and honest and open conversations are the stuff
that biblical discipleship is made of.
The results of this research also align quite well with the New Testament’s
theology on discipleship, and specifically Paul’s understanding of it. For Paul,
discipleship is mostly about imitation. All participating leaders in this study strongly
affirmed that discipleship is truly abut nurturing one-on-one relationships with others
around the transforming power of the resurrected Christ. It is clear by reading Paul’s
epistles that he urges others to imitate his “way of life in Christ Jesus…” (1 Corinthians
4:16-17). Similarly, we find Paul writing, “Follow my example” (1 Cor. 11:1), “you
ought to follow our example” (2 Thess. 3:7), and, “Whatever you have learned or
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received or heard from me, or seen in me – put it into practice” (Phil. 4:9) to name just a
few examples of Paul’s thinking on this matter.
Real imitation, however, can only happen where closer, more intimate
relationships are forged. Churches ought to pay closer attention to this fact and create the
right space where more mature believers will invite others who are just beginning the
journey of faith or even those who still have not begun such a journey, to walk with them
towards obedience in the Lord Jesus. The fact that not very many people are saying the
words “imitate me as I imitate the Lord” in the church today might very well be a
window into the decline of the church in the West, both in terms of numbers and also in
relation to influence on society. Disciples of Jesus have the potential of world
transformation; however, if we fail at the foundational task of disciple-making in the
local church, we will probably fail at everything else we attempt to do in the name of our
God.
Finding #2
Missional Discipleship Groups (MDGs) are an effective tool that not only facilitates
a transformational discipleship experience but also teaches believers how to make
new disciples of Jesus.
As has been established already, discipleship is all about imitation. The important
question, however, that begs an answer is: Imitating what? Discipleship is about
imitating a more mature disciple of Jesus as they respond, on a regular basis, in ardent
obedience to God’s Spirit and the words and teachings of Jesus. It is about teaching
others to love and obey God in the same way a more mature disciple does. The fact of the
matter is that while preaching sermons on how to obey God might be helpful for someone
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who is trying to follow the Way, it will never be as helpful as inviting that same person to
see how this is practiced in real life situations. Accountability groups or triads like our
Missional Discipleship Groups (MDGs) not only provide a safe, more intimate space
where modeling obedience to God could take place, they also facilitate a space where
spiritual disciplines—ways in which we intentionally position ourselves in a place where
we could discern God’s promptings—could be effectively taught and caught.
Neil Cole, who has been quoted before in this research project, and who
developed the Life Transformation Group (LTG) triad that MDI’s MDGs have been
modeled on, tells us that:
The disciplines introduced in an LTG, reading Scripture, confessing sin,
and praying for lost people, are sadly lacking in the Western church today.
These can become the foundation upon which other spiritual disciplines
can be built. (86)
Cole is right; the forging of basic spiritual disciplines with which to discern God’s will
and purpose for one’s life is crucial for any individual who seriously is seeking to
become Christ-like. Furthermore, it is easy to infer that, without them, it is almost
impossible for any follower of Jesus to understand what God is up to in his or her life and
in the world. Due to the fact that MDGs are an intimate space where two or three people
meet with the purpose of asking questions to one another about their spiritual growth in
obedience to God during the previous week, a healthy, life-giving rule and rhythm of life
begins to take root deeply in the lives of participants.
Not only are MDGs capable of facilitating the development of robust spiritual
disciplines in participants, they are also a great tool to teach a follower of Jesus about
crucial biblical principles related to spiritual reproduction and growth in God’s kingdom.
According to our founder Jesus Christ, the kingdom of God is meant to grow. MDGs are
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focused on helping disciples of Jesus discern the kingdom of God as the end goal rather
than just the growth of the local church. There is a strikingly simple and reproducible
lesson given by Jesus Himself that is found in Mark 4:26-29. Jesus says:
…The kingdom of God is as if a man should scatter seed on the
ground. He sleeps and rises night and day, and the seed sprouts and grows;
he knows not how. The earth produces by itself, first the blade, then the
ear, then the full grain in the ear. But when the grain is ripe, at once he
puts in the sickle, because the harvest has come.
The amazing lesson here is the fact that the kingdom of God grows! I suggest that only
five things are necessary for the kingdom of God to grow:

a.
b.
c.
d.
e.

A Sower (a disciple of Jesus)
The Seed (the gospel)
The Soil (another potential disciple of Jesus)
A Season of growth (patient ministry of presence with others)
A Sickle (a harvest tool such as an MDG)

This study is not saying that MDGs are the best way or the only way to
accomplish the Great Commission; they are, however, an effective, easy to use tool with
great potential to help us, the church, fulfill our missional calling to take the gospel to all
peoples in the world. The Missional Discipleship Initiative invites us to once again go
back to the relational roots of the Great Commission. Simply stated, a true disciple of
Jesus multiplies into other disciples of Jesus. This study was designed to coach church
leaders on how to develop discipling cultures in their local contexts. A discipling culture
not only relates how to most effectively follow Jesus in life by developing and imitating
His character traits (such as love, joy, peace, forbearance, kindness, goodness,
faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control according to the fruit of the Spirit described by
Paul in Gal. 6:22-23), it also pertains to how we reproduce the life of Jesus that is in us
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unto someone else, teaching them how to also become an apprentice of the Way of Jesus,
and to, in turn, repeat the same unto others.
The Apostle John, who also wrote the Gospel that bears his name, tells us that
being a disciple of Jesus is a spiritual journey from immaturity to maturity in the
knowledge of Christ. Maturity in Christ, however, only happens as we produce fruit. As
John seems to imply in what we now know as chapter 15 in his Gospel, a mature disciple
of Jesus will live out his or her life as a reproducing vine. In Chapter 2 of this research
project, it was clearly stated that “becoming mature and being fruitful (according to John
15) always go hand in hand; one cannot pretend to be a mature disciple without also
being fruitful.” To say that the fruitfulness John is referring to is only about resembling
the character of Jesus is to tell just part of the story. Make no mistake, for John, being
fruitful is definitely about both character and also the reproduction of new disciples. Not
only that, Jesus is recorded saying, “My Father is glorified by this, that you bear much
fruit, and so prove to be My disciples” (John 15:8). If we take Jesus’ words seriously, it
becomes clear that no one is fully a disciple of Jesus unless that person is busy making
other disciples of Jesus, therefore, being fruitful in God’s kingdom and for God’s glory
alone.
Finding #3
Church leaders seem to be eager to engage in a meaningful coaching experience that
provides them with practical missional tools in order to learn how to develop a
vibrant discipling culture in their local context.
Most church leaders are eager to learn strategies that, when applied, could
potentiate the effectiveness of their local ministries. The results obtained from the present
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research study simply corroborate this fact. Church leaders seem to be hungry for
coaching and learning experiences. Learning, however, could be an expensive journey for
many. Even when online seminary courses have become readily available in most
theological education institutions around the USA, the cost of seminary education or
training has become out of reach for most ministers. Added to this, the seminary
experience in many cases becomes an exercise on abstract thinking that unfortunately is
far removed from real life ministry. For example, I was never taught how to make
disciples of Jesus in a practical, relational kind of way during my seminary years; it was
totally assumed that I already knew how to do this well. As missiologist Alan Hirsh tells
us about today’s seminary training in general terms:
For the most part, the would-be leader is withdrawn from the context of
ordinary life and ministry in order to study in a somewhat cloistered
environment, for up to seven years in some cases. During that period, he
or she is subjected to an immense amount of complex information relating
to the biblical disciplines, theology, ethics, church history, pastoral
theology, and so on. And while most of this information is useful and
correct, discipleship is endangered in that setting by the socialization
processes that the student undergoes along the way. In effect, he or she is
socialized out of ordinary life and develops a language and thinking that
are seldom understood and expressed outside the seminary. It’s as if in
order to learn about ministry and theology, we leave our places of
habitation and take a flight into the wonderful world of abstraction, fly
around there for a long period of time, and then wonder why we have
trouble landing again. (The Forgotten Ways 129)
While this could be seen as a generalization about seminary training, I am afraid that it
does ring true in most cases. In my own personal experience, though I do treasure my
seminary training years that helped me think theologically about life in general as well as
ministry, I also regret the fact that a great deal of what I learned in the classroom proved
to be out of touch with the realities of ministry out in our neighborhoods. It feels as
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though we were taught to manage the church instead of leading it to its missional destiny
in Christ.
The literature review section of this research project astonishingly revealed that
most Jesus movements in past ecclesial history have been provoked by practitioners who
had the ability to translate abstract thought into hands-on learning. What Jesus, Paul,
Peter Waldo, Francis of Assisi, John Wesley, and Ying Kai (a current Jesus movement
maker in Asia) have in common is their capacity not only to provide deep, life-changing
theological insights but also to challenge normal believers into action—action that
actually makes a difference; action based on obedience to Christ and to the legacy of the
mission to “seek and save” that He has entrusted to all of us in the church.
Leaders in the church are ravenous for learning experiences that they can connect
right away with their surrounding ministry context, learning that actually makes a
meaningful difference in the way ministry takes place with real people in real life
circumstances. A VLH provides that kind of learning and, according to the results
obtained in this study, even a short, three-month implementation period can make a
difference for participating Implementing Leaders and their corresponding congregations!
There are several reasons why this is true:
a. It happens contextually. Church leaders receive content that is relevant to their
ministry situation. Besides receiving crucial content in terms of the first-class reading
material that they had to ponder, the practical aspects of a VLH allow leaders to
process real life ministry experiences with other leaders in the learning huddle. Thus,
church leaders get to hear from colleagues what tools work well, and why, in their
particular contexts.
b. It creates a focused learning community. One of the most rewarding aspects of
using a VLH as a coaching/training tool has been that of creating learning
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communities of like-minded leaders who are laser-focused on developing a particular
kind of culture within their local congregations. In this particular research project, the
goal has been to learn how to develop discipling cultures in the local congregation
and the synergy around the VLH about this specific theme has been outstanding. I am
sure, however, that other key themes could also be used as the focus point of the
learning experience.
c. It is relatively inexpensive. When compared with most seminary trainings in the
USA, VLHs provide a financially accessible option for church leaders that need to be
trained but do not have access to financial means. Such is the case of the majority of
Hispanic leaders who are engaged in ministry in the USA, including many who are
bi-vocational. For these leaders, the relevance of the content, its accessibility (via
Internet), and its practical nature is a bargain difficult to refuse. I can definitely see
how in the near future more and more church leaders, Hispanic and otherwise, will be
part of a VLH with the purpose of learning about a particular church issue.
Finding #4
A Virtual Learning Huddle (VLH) is an effective delivery tool that gets crucial
content to participating leaders quickly and with accuracy while also promoting the
creation of a learning community of leaders seeking to transform their church
culture.
This coaching experience has been focused specifically on helping church leaders
of fourteen Hispanic churches in the USA to develop discipling cultures within their local
context. For this purpose, a three-month intervention process was put in place. The MDI
project systematically provided a set of missional tools where sound content as well as
hands-on learning have taken place. Most of the tools used are coming from well-known
theologians and practitioners such as Alan Hirsch, Neil Cole, Mike Breen, Mike Frost,
and others. Other tools were developed by MDI and the Mennonite Mission Network for
this very purpose. Our final goal has been to help spark the flame of a healthy and
multiplying disciple-making culture among participating Hispanic congregations in the
Mennonite Church USA.
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A coaching experience, in this case using a VLH as a delivery vehicle, provides
participating leaders with a number of missional tools that help them understand the
dynamics of fostering a healthy and multiplicative discipling culture in the local
congregation. The purpose of this is to develop an environment in the local faith
community where disciples of Jesus learn practical, relational-intentional ways to make
other disciples of Jesus. For this purpose, we decided to use Mike Breen’s LifeShapes
material found in his revolutionary book, Building a Discipling Culture. The main reason
we chose this material was because Breen has put the Missional Church’s theological
content in simple layman’s terms that anybody can understand. His genius has been that
of assigning kingdom of God principles to geometric figures. Some of the
missional/discipleship tools used during the intervention process were:
a. The Circle: To help disciples of Jesus think theologically about life events or life
opportunities, allowing them to become life-learners or apprentices.
b. The Triangle: To make disciples of Jesus aware of the three-dimensional lifestyle
that Jesus lived; UP (with the Father), IN (with His disciples) and OUT (in touch with
the needs of the world around Him).
c. The Semi-Circle: For new disciples of Jesus to learn a healthy, life-giving rhythm of
rest (abide in Him) and work (ministry engagement).
d. The Square: To learn the process Jesus used for discipling people by discerning
where people are in their discipling journey and knowing how to assist them in this
process.
e. The Pentagon: For disciples to learn about the five-fold ministry found in Ephesians
4. A disciple of Jesus needs to understand the unique way God has shaped him/her
and how this relates to ministry.
f. The Hexagon: Learning to pray using the Lord’s Prayer. Using this prayer as a
starting point, a disciple of Jesus can develop a purposeful and meaningful prayer life.
g. The Heptagon: The importance of knowing how to live as part of a community of
faith where a disciple is nourished in faith by other disciples while also contributing to
the life and spiritual wellbeing of the local body of believers.
h. The Octagon: Learning how to step out into bold mission by identifying People of
Peace.12
12

Taken from Mike Breen’s LifeShapes in Building a Discipling Culture: How to Release a
Missional Movement by Discipling People Like Jesus Did
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These and many other tools have been used during the MDI intervention process.
The normal rhythm of things has been that leaders would read content on one of the tools
listed above in preparation for our online session. Then, during the VLH, the MDI coach
would lead a conversation about the theological implications for that particular missional
tool. Usually after a vigorous discussion on the topic, Implementing Leaders were then
asked to put into practice what was learned in the virtual learning session. In the next
meeting, participants were asked to report their learnings while trying to implement the
specific tool learned. In this manner, everyone in the learning circle was able to compare
their own learnings to the learnings of other colleagues who were going through the same
process. At the end of the intervention, everyone participating in a VLH received a
toolbox full of significant missional/discipleship tools that hopefully equip them well to
continue their journey into becoming missional leaders whose main goal is to develop a
church culture where discipleship and disciple-making are once again at the very heart of
church life.
Ministry Implications of the Findings
This research project, along with its findings, provides at least three main
implications for the church. Here are the four most important ones as far as I discern
them:
1. Creating a discipling culture is crucial for any congregation that seeks to be
faithful to God’s missional calling. Making discipleship and disciple-making central
to the mission and practice of the local church is key for effectively developing such a
culture. Congregations that seriously want to embark in the task of learning how to
develop this type of missional environment in their context could use a vehicle such as
the MDG in order to create the type of intimate space where discipleship could take
place in an intentional-relational kind of way.
2. Church leaders need to be, and can be, trained on how to develop discipling
cultures. The VLH is a key learning tool that could aid in accomplishing this purpose.
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This is because a VLH delivers content in a speedy and effective way while also
fostering the development of a learning community of peers who share a passion to
move their congregations to the missional frontier.
3. Since discipleship is not only about character development (making believers
more Christ-like) but is also about fruitfulness (multiplication), numeric church
growth could be a natural outcome. Even when adding more people to the ranks of
the church, “having more” should never be our goal because disciples of Jesus do
multiply into other disciples of Jesus. It is not difficult to anticipate an increase in
numbers of people added to the local congregation.
4. Churches that are losing members or have plateaued, might be revitalized by
simply seeking to develop a discipling culture. When activating an initiative such as
the one that this research project suggests in the local congregation, it might be the
spark that reactivates long time believers into a life of action and service in the
kingdom once again. Nothing takes back a believer in Jesus Christ to his or her first
love faster than making other disciples of Jesus.
5. The VLH is a learning tool that provides access to the Missional Church
conversation for Hispanic leaders doing ministry in the USA who usually don’t
have access to it because of their being bi-vocational ministers. Access is provided
by bringing the conversation to them via online videoconferencing technology instead
of asking them to participate in costly national conferences. Also, the VLH has been
developed both in English and in Spanish making it accessible to church leaders whose
only language might be Spanish.
Church leaders who carefully read this research project will find not just sound
theological and historical arguments in favor of developing discipling cultures within
their local congregations, they will also find hard data produced by the MDI intervention
that strongly supports their doing so. By paying close attention to the major findings and
recommendations suggested here, church leaders might be able to find their way back to
a more faithful missional expression of their church bodies. I believe it is fair to say that
all sixteen participating leaders in this research project and their corresponding
congregations (fourteen) are now on their way to becoming disciple-making churches
that, if they persevere on this path, will greatly impact their communities with the gospel
of Jesus.
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Limitations of the Study
In order to make this study workable in terms of scope, only Hispanic church
leaders were invited to participate. A total of twenty key Hispanic leaders were invited to
take part in this project, but only sixteen accepted the invitation to participate in this
intervention process. All four leaders who decided not to participate this time are
interested in participating in MDI in the near future.
Before launching this study project, I wanted the study to not just focus on church
leaders, but to also look at people in their congregations who were going to be part of a
MDG. I wanted to be able to interact more closely with actual participants in MDGs in
order to get a deeper insight into how their experience as part of one of these smaller
communities impacted their lives. A final decision was made not to include them here,
however, because it would create yet other level of complexity and difficulty to this
project. Hopefully, studying the direct impact on the lives of MDG participants could be
the subject of a different research project in the near future.
Another important factor in terms of limitations is that perhaps it would have been
more effective to have a longer period of implementation than just three months. Also, it
did not help that the three months of this research project were October 1st to December
31st, 2017. This timeframe meant that the holidays got in our way, perhaps more so than
at other times of the year. For a period of time, it became difficult to communicate with
participants who were either on vacation or simply busy working on special Christmas
programs for their respective congregations. Something in the neighborhood of eight to
ten months would have been ideal for the type of intervention process that MDI has
developed. A more extended period of time would have given Implementing Leaders
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much more time to better integrate the new missional/discipleship tools in their local
congregations. In the near future, and as more MDI cycles are launched with new
Implementing Leaders and congregations, it might be advisable to increase the number of
months to eight or even ten.
In retrospect, I feel quite pleased with the quantitative and qualitative research
methodology used in assessing participating leaders’ perspectives in relation to the topic
being researched. It is important to note, however, that the fact that this project was
focused only on Hispanic leaders within the Mennonite Church USA, all of whose native
language is Spanish, made it significantly more complex; translations between English
and Spanish had to take place at all levels of the implementation process. It is a wellknown fact that there is always something that gets lost in translation. In spite of this,
participants were patient enough and interested enough in this project that they
collaborated wholeheartedly from beginning to end.
Perhaps one more thing could be said about the instruments that were used to
gather vital data from participants. A decision was made during the planning stages for
this research project that SurveyMonkey would be used in order to deliver the datacollecting instruments to participants chiefly because the church leaders that we worked
with for this project were all at different locations around the country. Therefore, it
seemed clear that an electronic survey system would be a more effective, efficient way of
connecting with everyone. We wrongly assumed, however, that most people would know
how to use the electronic survey system. The fact of the matter is that most Implementing
Leaders did not know what to do with the electronic versions of the surveys delivered to
them via SurveyMonkey, and it took a great deal of time and effort on our part to help
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them figure out how to make it work. Perhaps in the future it would be better to mail
paper surveys to participants. This might make the whole process slower for us, but if it is
more straightforward for the participants, that would benefit everyone involved.
Unexpected Observations
The MDI project has been in the developing stages since 2011 when I first began
working for the Mennonite Mission Network. Many of the tools used in the intervention
cycle that pertains to this research project have been developed by the Discipleship
Initiatives Office which I lead for this agency with the purpose of helping church leaders
acquire new competencies in the crucial disciple-making task. Though we have gathered
detailed information from participating churches in the past in terms of numbers of
participants and general impact in leaders and congregations, our office had never done a
serious study of the potential implications that a project such as this one could have on its
participants. Spending the last four-years laser-focused on researching the themes of the
Missional Church and disciple-making has provided the space and the impetus needed in
order to go deeper and become more serious about the task ahead. The fact that basically
all the participating leaders felt quite positive about the outcomes of this three-month
intervention process, as the data obtained by the instruments used clearly affirm (see
Chapter 4), is definitely a pleasant surprise for me and for the missional organization I
work for.
Furthermore, it has been surprising to know that a significant number of MDGs
continue to meet even after the three-month period ended in December 2017. This speaks
volumes about the excitement that many of them continue to experience as they meet
with other disciples to develop robust spiritual disciplines together. In addition, a great
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percentage of participating church leaders seem to be willing to continue further with this
coaching experience. As was noted above, church leaders are hungry for learning
experiences that significantly add value and theological insight to their local ministry.
Thus, our office will explore the possibility of developing virtual coaching experiences
on other topics of interest to church leaders. Some ideas for topics we are already
exploring are:
a. Developing Reproducing Missional Leaders
b. Launching New Missional Communities
c. Provoking Jesus Movements in Your City
Recommendations
This project sought to develop a coaching process for Implementing Leaders who
wanted to use the Missional Discipleship Initiative (MDI) sponsored by the Mennonite
Mission Network (MMN) to develop discipling cultures within their local congregations.
While the results are definitely encouraging, those leaders in the church who might be
interested in using the MDI intervention process outlined in this research project might
want to make a few adaptations and also consider the following suggested
recommendations in order to enhance the fruitfulness of this disciple-making project.
Here are the three most important ones:
1. Those who wish to reproduce this project may want to consider extending the
time frame of the MDI intervention from three months to eight or ten months. The
subjects who participated in this project received significant amounts of content and
theological reflection during the bi-weekly VLH experience, and they simply did not
have enough time and space to really go deeper with each and every one of the
missional/discipleship tools that were received. Therefore, five to seven extra months
would give participants more than enough time to learn well and digest better the newly
acquired knowledge. The same thing could be said regarding the MDGs that were
launched in local congregations. Relationships need time in order to mature and to
develop an honest sense of trust between participants. Expanding the time frame up to ten
months would clearly increase the capacity of these triads for personal and communal
transformation.
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2. An important aspect of the intervention process called for Implementing Leaders
to create a new meeting called a Monthly Resourcing Meeting (see Appendix H for a
complete list of possible themes for MRMs). This is a monthly meeting specially
designed to resource MDG Facilitators on their disciple-making task. Unfortunately, and
once again due to lack of time, most Implementing Leaders were able to do only one or
two of them during the three-month implementing period. Even so, most of them reported
that the MRM had been key for the success of the MDG implementation. Our
recommendation would be that this meeting is put in place and that all Facilitators are
required to attend, otherwise, we have noticed, the initial enthusiasm for the disciplemaking endeavor wears out rather quickly. The MRM definitely helps keep the
momentum going for as long as necessary.
3. Any church leader interested in coaching either other local leaders in his or her
congregation or even leaders from other churches, whether locally, in other states,
or even other countries, should seriously consider becoming a certified Missional
Coach with the Mennonite Mission Network. Our missional office is currently in the
process of developing a completely virtual coaching system that uses the MDI Resource
Center (https://www.mennonitemission.net/MDI) where all the material used for the
intervention experience facilitated in this research project has been stored. An MDI
certified leader uses the MDI Resource Center plus the Zoom videoconferencing platform
to facilitate a VLH experience with three to five church leaders who are interested in and
passionate about leading the way of a congregation that currently lacks a clear vision for
disciple-making, and, therefore, for mission.
Postscript
The completion of this research was, without a doubt, an amazing journey of
partnership and total dependence on God. I strongly believe that all the different elements
that were part of this journey contributed to my personal growth as a ministering person
and also to the success of this Ministry Transformation Project. First of all, the robust
academic work provided by Asbury’s Beeson Center was outstanding. I felt that each
course taken as part of the Doctor of Ministry program at the seminary gradually gave me
a clearer vision for the theme that I needed to research. When one of our professors asked
the question, “What is the church problem that you feel called to help fix?” a light bulb
went off and a picture began to take shape in my mind about a type of coaching
experience that could allow church leaders to successfully address the general lack of
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intentionality in the disciple-making task that seems to pervade most congregations
today. God continued to nurture within me a passion that has been burning for many
years now. This is a passion to fill a gap I have observed in a number of congregations I
have been a part of in the past. This gap is related to a broken understanding of what it
really means to make disciples that multiply.
Though I have been exploring and learning about the issue of discipleship and
disciple-making since 2008, investing the last four years of my life digging deeper into
the theological, biblical, and historical nuances of this topic has certainly been a lifechanging experience. In fact, I feel that the more I research this topic, which I totally
believe is a crucial issue for the life and future of the body of Christ, the more I realize
how little I know how to follow the Lord Jesus. In some strange way, I do feel like a
young child who is learning how to walk for the first time. This has truly been a
humbling experience for me. During the last four years, God has proved to me over and
over again that His grace is sufficient to keep me afloat in the midst of dire circumstances
as more than once I had no idea how to move forward with this project.
Now that I have come to the conclusion of this project, I have come to the other
side of this issue perhaps with more questions than answers. Something I know for sure,
though, is that the questions I have today are definitely not the questions I had when I
first began my quest. My questions today have more to do with what would need to
happen for the church to change her ways and embrace God’s reconciling mission once
again. If the discipleship and disciple-making tasks are so crucial for the life and viable
future of the church today, what would it take for church leaders to make a much
necessary turn in direction? It is obvious to me that the things that took us here, where we
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are today as the body of Christ, are not the things that will take us there, where we truly
want to be. Something has got to change, and we need to adapt and do it quickly!
Finally, I humbly recognize that this research project is only a speck of dust in the
church universe. My main contribution here is that one of a practitioner: someone that
loves to put to work what has been learned in order to learn how to facilitate change. My
word of encouragement to you who have read this project and are now seriously thinking
about launching into the lifetime adventure of learning how to make disciples of Jesus
that multiply onto other disciples of Jesus is this: You could decide to devote your life to
many worthy causes out there in the word and that would be perfectly alright. Nothing,
however, compares to the overflowing joy and deep sense of fulfillment that swells the
hearts of those who decide to give their lives away in order to see Jesus take shape in the
life of someone else. May you experience what the Apostle Paul did when he described
the Galatian church as “dear children, for whom I am again in the pains of childbirth
until Christ is formed in you” (Gal. 4:19).
Dear brother and sister… remain calm…disciple on!
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APPENDIX A - MDI Pre-Intervention Survey
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(Spanish Version)
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APPENDIX B - MDI Post-Intervention Survey
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APPENDIX C – Focus Group Interviews

Session #1
Question #1: What are the discipleship and disciple-making habits/practices that are
currently in place in your congregation?
Question #2: What do you hope/expect to get out of the MDI intervention process?

Session #2
Question #1: What is the level of success (from 1 to 5; 1 being “very low” and 5 being
“very high”) of the MDI intervention process in your local congregation?
Question #2: What final word of advice do you have for MDI that could improve our
engagement with future participants?

Lorenzana 250
(Spanish Version)

Sesión #1
Pregunta #1: ¿Cuáles son las prácticas o hábitos discipulares que existen en su
congregación?
Pregunta #2: ¿Qué es lo que espera lograr de este proceso de intervención?

Sesión #2
Pregunta #1: ¿Cuál es el nivel de éxito (de 1 a 5; 1 siendo "muy bajo" y 5 siendo "muy
alto") del proceso de intervención MDI en su congregación local?
Pregunta #2: ¿Qué palabra final de consejo tiene Ud., para MDI que podría mejorar
nuestro trabajo con participantes en un futuro cercano?
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APPENDIX D - Consent Letter
I,

, give my consent to be interviewed by Marvin

Lorenzana during two focus group interviews that will take place online during two of
the Virtual Learning Huddles that I will be a part of as I participate in the intervention
process of his research project. I understand that those sessions will be video-recorded.
I also give my consent to respond to two surveys that will be filled through Survey
Monkey in relation to the same project. I understand that there is minimal risk for me
and that my answers will remain completely confidential. I also understand that I have
the right to remove myself from this study at any time and for any reason. The study is
conducted by Marvin Lorenzana, student of doctoral level with Asbury Theological
Seminary located at Wilmore, Kentucky. Lorenzana’ s address is at 161 Leonard Ct,
Harrisonburg, VA 22801 and his phone number is 540-209-1450. The director of the
Doctor of Christian Ministry program at Asbury Seminary is Dr. David Gyertson. He
can be contacted by telephone at 859-858-2050 with any questions regarding this
study. I affirm that I have read the above information and that I agree to participate in
this study on a completely voluntary basis.

Signature:

Date:
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(Spanish Version)

Yo,_______________________ doy mi consentimiento para ser entrevistado (a) por

Marvin Lorenzana durante un par de entrevistas de Grupo de Enfoque que tendrán lugar por
Internet durante dos de las sesiones del Círculo de Aprendizaje Virtual del que formaré parte como
parte de mi participación en el proceso de intervención de su proyecto de investigación. Entiendo
que estas sesiones serán video grabadas. También doy mi consentimiento para responder a dos
encuestas que serán llenadas a través de Survey Monkey en relación al mismo proyecto. Entiendo
que el riesgo para mí es mínimo y que mis respuestas se mantendrán totalmente confidenciales.
También entiendo que tengo el derecho a retirarme de este estudio en cualquier momento y por
cualquier razón. El estudio es realizado por Marvin Lorenzana, estudiante de nivel de doctorado en
el Seminario Teológico de Asbury en Wilmore, Kentucky. Su dirección postal es 161 Leonard Ct,
Harrisonburg, VA 22801, y su número telefónico es 540-209-1450. El director del programa de
Doctor en Ministerio Cristiano en el seminario de Asbury es el Dr. David Gyertson. Él puede ser
contactado por teléfono al 859-858-2050 con cualquier pregunta respecto a este estudio. Afirmo
que he leído la información anterior y que estoy de acuerdo en participar de manera completamente
voluntaria.

Firma:______________________

Fecha: ____________
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APPENDIX E - Follow Up Email
Missional Discipleship Initiative (MDI) Project
Harrisonburg, VA
17 de agosto del 2017
Dear pastor, thanks for your initial interest in this research project. As you and I spoke
previously, I'm writing a dissertation for a doctorate degree in Christian Ministry through Asbury
Theological Seminary in Wilmore, KY. This project will be developed according to a mixed
methodological research design. A study method of both qualitative and quantitative to evaluate
leaders and congregations is used. I have identified 17 Hispanic leaders, you included, who are
interested in exploring training tools of Christian discipleship which the MDI has developed for
leaders whose churches are willing to start the process of developing a culture of discipleship.
For purposes related to this study, each of the Hispanic leaders is invited to:
•

Participate in a Virtual Learning Circle (VLC) or Huddle during three
consecutive months. This is not more than a learning community for
Implementing Leaders working together on the intervention process suggested by
the MDI within their respective contexts. These are 1 hour Internet sessions that
happen every two weeks.

•

Start a number from 3 to 15 Missional Discipleship Groups (MDGs) that are
nothing more than a safe, effective and reproducible vehicle that facilitates a
significant discipleship experience for participants of your congregation. These
small groups meet weekly for an hour and 15 minutes at any place, any day of the
week, at any time of the day. Also, these small groups will also meet for three
consecutive months.

•

The total duration of this project is three months (October 1st, 2017 to
December 31st of the same year).

•

Finally, a couple of instruments will be utilized in order to collect vital data for
this project. The instruments are a Pre and Post Intervention Surveys, and Focus
Groups Interviews. The surveys will be delivered to you online and the Focus
Groups (two in total) will take place also online and will be recorded for the
purposes of data-collection and later analysis.

Based on recommendations received by our mission agency Mennonite MissionsNetwork
(MMN) as well as my prior knowledge of your work and ministry, and also after our personal
conversations and/or interviews where you clearly have expressed your desire to participate
voluntarily in this project by implementing all of the elements described above, I have determined
that you are an excellent candidate for this important project. It will be an honor to be able to
work directly with you, and indirectly with the members of your congregation who will
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participate in the GDMs.
I would appreciate it if you would sign the attached letter of consent stating your
voluntary participation in this research that aims to investigate more intentional and relational
ways to foster a culture of discipleship in the local congregation that you lead. Please be sure that
both your identity and that of participants in MDGs in your Church, as well as your responses to
any surveys or interviews that might be carried out as part of this project, will be kept in total
confidentiality.
Please send back the letter of consent after you print it, sign and date it, to
marvinl@mennonitemission.net in a PDF format. I’ll be waiting to hear your final response to
this invitation. sincerely,

Pastor Marvin Lorenzana, M.Div.
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Proyecto de Iniciativa de Discipulado Misional (IDM)

Harrisonburg, VA
17 de agosto del 2017
Estimado pastor, gracias por su interés inicial en este proyecto de investigación. Tal
como usted y yo lo conversamos anteriormente, estoy escribiendo una disertación para un
doctorado en Ministerio Cristiano a través del Seminario Teológico de Asbury en Wilmore, KY.
Este proyecto se desarrollará de acuerdo con un diseño de investigación metodológica mixta. Se
utilizará un método de estudio tanto cualitativo como cuantitativo para evaluar a los líderes y a las
congregaciones que estos dirigen. He identificado a 16 líderes hispanos, incluyéndole a usted, que
están interesados en explorar herramientas de capacitación sobre el discipulado cristiano que el
IDM ha desarrollado para líderes cuyas iglesias están dispuestas a comenzar el proceso de
desarrollo de una cultura de discipulado.
Para fines relacionados con este estudio, se invita a cada uno de los líderes hispanos a
que:
• Participe en un Círculo de Aprendizaje Virtual (VLC) o en Huddle durante tres meses
consecutivos. Esto es no es más que una comunidad de aprendizaje para Líderes
Implementadores que trabajarán juntos en el proceso de intervención sugerido por IDM
dentro de sus respectivos contextos. Estas son sesiones de Internet de 1 hora que ocurren
cada dos semanas.
• Comience con un número de 3 a 15 Grupos de Discipulado Misional (GDM) que no son
más que un vehículo seguro, efectivo y reproducible que facilita una experiencia
significativa de discipulado para los participantes de su congregación. Estos grupos
pequeños se reúnen semanalmente durante una hora y 15 minutos en cualquier lugar,
cualquier día de la semana, en cualquier momento del día. Además, estos grupos
pequeños también se reunirán durante tres meses consecutivos.
• La duración total de este proyecto es de tres meses (1ro de octubre del 2017 al 31 de
diciembre del mismo año).
• Finalmente, se utilizarán un par de instrumentos para recopilar datos vitales para este
proyecto. Los instrumentos son una Encuesta de Pre y Post-intervención así como dos
Entrevistas de Enfoque Grupal. Las encuestas se les entregará a ustedes por Internet y los
Grupos de Enfoque (dos en total) se llevarán a cabo también por la misma vía. Estas
entrevistas serán grabadas, transcritas y analizadas de manera posterior.
En base a las recomendaciones recibidas por nuestra agencia misionera Red Menonita de
Misiones (RMM), así como por mi conocimiento previo de su trabajo y ministerio, y también
después de nuestras conversaciones personales y/o entrevistas donde claramente ha expresado su
deseo de participar voluntariamente en este proyecto implementando todos los elementos
descritos anteriormente, he determinado que usted es un excelente candidato para este importante
proyecto. Será un honor poder trabajar directamente con usted, e indirectamente con los
miembros de su congregación que participarán en los GDMs.
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Le agradecería que firmara la carta de consentimiento adjunta que establece su
participación voluntaria en esta investigación que tiene como objetivo investigar formas más
intencionales y relacionales de fomentar una cultura de discipulado en la congregación local que
usted lidera. Puede estar seguro que tanto su identidad como la de los participantes en los GDMs
en su iglesia, así como sus respuestas a las encuestas o entrevistas que se lleven a cabo como
parte de este proyecto, se mantendrá en total confidencialidad.
Envíe la carta de consentimiento después de imprimirla, firmarla y fecharla, a
marvinl@mennonitemission.net en formato PDF. Estaré esperando escuchar tu respuesta final a
esta invitación. sinceramente,

Pastor Marvin Lorenzana, M.Div.
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APPENDIX F - Next Steps

The following is a list of Next Steps for MDI implementation leaders:
1. July 31st


Last day to confirm MDI coach about participation in the 2017-18 MDI Cycle
2. September 30th







Deadline to report the names of 3 to 15 Facilitators to the MDI coach (see attached
form). Note: Please take time to pray for the names of potential Facilitators. These are
disciples who are not only willing but are also available to seriously engage the
discipling task. They will lead the weekly Missional Discipleship Groups (MDGs)
and are key for the success of MDI in your local congregation.
Once recruited, Facilitators should start praying about a Committed person. This is a
person that is already part of the congregation who is hungry for God and also willing
to participate. Note: Please remember that MDGs are homogeneous groups (same
gender).
Once the Committed person has been identified, the Facilitator will invite him/her to
launch their MDG on the first week of October. Note: Eventually, both the Facilitator
and the Committed will recruit a New person. This is someone who is relatively new
to the congregation or perhaps not even part of it yet. Again, the only requisite is to
be hungry for God and be willing to participate.


3. August-September




The MDI coach will train all Facilitators who are participating in your local
congregation via Zoom. The training is for 1 hour and 15 minutes. Note: Make sure
that all participating Facilitators are present during the training session. I will get in
touch with all of you about details for this session in terms of place, day and time.
Also, we suggest you use these two months as prep time for your congregation. The
following are a few suggestions of things that could be done for this purpose:
 A series of sermons on the topic of “Costly Discipleship” (Using D.
Bonhoeffer’s book The Cost of Discipleship as reference)
 A series of Sunday school sessions on the topic of “Radical Discipleship”
(Using Palmer Becker’s book Anabaptist Essentials as resource) with
emphasis on part I of the book.
 Discuss with leadership team chapter five of Alan Hirsch’s book The
Forgotten Ways entitled “Making Disciples”
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4. October 1st






Implementation of MDI is launched simultaneously in all participating congregations
nationwide. Note: Make sure to mark the moment by offering a prayer of blessing for
all participating Facilitators before the congregation.
MDGs will begging meeting on that week and will continue meeting for the
following 8 months. Note: Please remember that MDGs meet once a week for 1 hour
and 15' at any place, any day of the week, at any time.
On their first MDG meeting, participants need to agree on meeting details (place, day
and time) as well as what book of the Bible will they read together. The goal is to
read from 3 to 5 chapters a week.
All Learning Huddles (online) are launched on this week. From this week on, MDI
coach will meet with implementing leaders twice a month via Zoom for 1 hour
sessions.
Make sure to have available a copy of Building a Discipling Culture by Mike Breen
for our first meeting.

This should be enough for now in terms of next steps. Once we get closer to our
launching time, I’ll provide more directions on what to do next.
Marvin Lorenzana
MDI Coach
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La siguientes es una lista de Siguientes Pasos para la implementacion de IDM en las
Iglesias participantes:













1. Julio 31
Ultimo día para confirmar con el entrenador de IDM sobre su participación en el ciclo
de implementación 2017-18 de IDM.
2. Septiembre 30
Ultimo día para reportar al entrenador de IDM los nombres de 3 a 15 Facilitadores
(ver forma adjunta). Nota: Por favor tome tiempo para orar por los nombres de
potenciales facilitadores. Estos son discípulos que no sólo están dispuestos sino que
también están disponibles para comprometerse seriamente a la tarea de discipular a
otros. Estos han de facilitar el trabajo semanal de los Grupos de Discipulado Misional
(GDMs) y son la clave para el éxito de IDM en su congregación local.
Una vez reclutados, Facilitadores deben comenzar a orar por una persona
Comprometida. Se trata de una persona que ya es parte de la congregación, que esta
hambrienta de Dios además de estar también dispuesta a participar. Nota: Por favor
recuerde que los GDMs son grupos homogéneos (mismo género).
Una vez identificada la persona Comprometida, el Facilitador le invitará a lanzar
juntos su GDM en la primera semana de octubre. Nota: Eventualmente, el Facilitador
y el Comprometido reclutarán un Nuevo. Se trata de alguien que es relativamente
nuevo en la congregación o incluso tal vez no parte de ella todavía. Una vez más, el
único requisito es tener hambre de Dios y estar dispuesto a participar.
3. Agosto-Septiembre
El entrenador de IDM entrenará a los Facilitadores que participarán en su
congregación local via Zoom. El entrenamiento es de 1 hora y 15 minutos. Nota:
Asegúrese que todos los Facilitadores participantes estén presentes durante la sesión
de entrenamiento. Me pondré en contacto con todos ustedes sobre los detalles de esta
sesión en cuanto al lugar, día y hora.
También, le sugerimos que utilice estos dos meses como tiempo de preparación para
su congregación. Las siguientes son algunas sugerencias de actividades que podrían
hacer con este fin:
 Una serie de sermones sobre el tema de "El Costo del Discipulado”
utilizando el libro de D. Bonhoeffer El costo del discipulado como
referencia.
 Una serie de sesiones de escuela dominical sobre el tema "Discipulado
Radical” utilizando el panfleto escrito por Palmer Becker ¿Qué es un
cristiano anabautista? como recurso con énfasis en la sección “Jesús es el
centro de nuestro fe”.
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Discuta con sus líderes más cercanos el capítulo cinco del libro de Alan
Hirsch Caminos olvidados titulado “Hacer discípulos”

4. Octubre 1ro
Implementación de IDM el cual será lanzado simultáneamente en todas las
congregaciones participantes a nivel nacional. Nota: Asegúrese de marcar el
momento ofreciendo una oración de bendición para todos los Facilitadores
participantes ante la congregación.
Los GDMs comenzarán a reunirse esa semana y continuarán reuniéndose por los
siguientes 8 meses. Nota: Por favor recuerde que los GDMs se reúnen una vez por
semana durante 1 hora y 15' en cualquier lugar, cualquier día de la semana, y a
cualquier hora.
En su primera reunión de GDMs, los participantes necesitarán ponerse de acuerdo
sobre detalles de la reunión (lugar, día y hora) así como de qué libro de la Biblia
habrán de leer juntos. El objetivo es leer de 3 a 5 capítulos a la semana.
Todos los Círculos de Aprendizaje (online) se iniciarán en esa semana. Desde esta
semana en adelante, el entrenador de IDM se reunirá con líderes implementadores dos
veces al mes a través de Zoom para sesiones de 1 hora.

Esto debería ser suficiente por ahora en relación a pasos por seguir. Cuando estemos más
cerca al momento del lanzamiento, les proporcionaré más indicaciones sobre qué hacer a
continuación.
Marvin Lorenzana
Entrenador IDM
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